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INTRODUCTION TO THE BLACK VOID 


At some point in the late 2010s, having begun writing mid-decade after about 3 
years constantly writing music and making up musical pieces, | began to write 
about anarchy and anarchism. Initially, | had written about what was on my mind 
(which was inevitably things which came through my consciousness From day to 
day on things like social media or the news) and, in one case, | took up an old 
interest once again in order to finish something off | had left, up until then, 
unfinished. But, without any determination or purpose deliberately to do so on my 


part, | eventually Found myself writing about anarchy and anarchism. 


| experienced this (not unusually if you peruse the nature of the literary traces 
displayed in the pages that follow and note their spiritual origins) as something of 
a revelation. “Anarchy” or “anarchism” were not the names of something foreign to 
me as a person who had lived the life | had lived but were actually good names For, 
or descriptions of, what it had been all along. As | went along with my writing, | 
came to feel more and more an anarchist, not as a Fake or performative thing, but 
deep down in my bones, my DNA, my soul. | was, and still Feel myself to be, a 


CONSTITUTIONAL ANARCHIST, an anarchist by and of nature's design. 


What follows is my naive first steps into writing about my understanding of this 
and of anarchy and anarchism. That story continues into the book that comes after 
this one, Black Flag, which gives a fuller (and better) appraisal of anarchy itself. 
This book, then, is not so much scholarly as it is honest. It details, quite simply, my 


head first cascade into the BLACK VOID..... 


A: THERE IS NOTHING TO STICK TO 


PART 1: EVERY STEP IS ON THE PATH 


An exploration of anarchy in spiritual, philosophical, artistic, political, cultural and 


natural dimensions. 


The following essays use several modes of expression. They are not merely didactic 
or discursive and quite often will not explain themselves but will, instead, leave 
readers to join the dots from nothing more than their own existence and 
experience. To the extent that what follows is philosophy, love of wisdom, it 
expects readers to think for themselves, something which sometimes appears to 
be an increasing novelty today. The subject of this book, anarchy, was inspired by 
an interest in Taoism, here regarded as the spiritual philosophy that “there is 
nothing to stick to.” The writer completing her task, it is hoped that having worked 
your way through the following pages you might have less of a clue where that 


takes us than when you began... 
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A. LAOZI AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: SELECTIONS FROM THE TAO TE CHING 


There is nothing to stick to... 


The way that can be spoken of is not the constant way; The name that can be 
named is not the constant name. The nameless was the beginning of heaven and 
earth; The named was the mother of the myriad creatures. Hence, always rid 
yourself of desires in order to observe its secrets; But always allow yourself to 
have desires in order to observe its manifestations. These two are the same but 


diverge in name as they issue forth. Being the same, they are called mysteries. 


Mystery upon mystery, the gateway of the manifold secrets. (Tao Te Ching, 1) 


Actionless actions and wordless words. There is nothing to stick to... 


The whole world recognises the beautiful as the beautiful, yet this is only the ugly; 
the whole world recognises the good as the good, yet this is only the bad. Thus, 
Something and Nothing produce each other; The difficult and easy compliment 
each other; Note and sound harmonise with each other. Therefore the sage keeps 
to the deed that consists in taking no action and practices the teaching that uses 
no words. The myriad creatures rise from it yet it claims no authority; It gives them 
life yet claims no possession; It benefits them yet exacts no gratitude; It 
accomplishes its task yet lays claim to no merit. It is because it lays claim to no 


merit that its merit never deserts it. (Tao Te Ching, 2) 


No knowledge, no desire, no intention: the way to peaceful order. There is nothing 


to stick to... 


Not to honour people of worth will keep the people from contention; not to value 
goods which are hard to come by will keep them from theft; not to display what is 
desirable will keep them from being unsettled of mind. Therefore, in governing the 
people, the sage empties their minds but fills their bellies, weakens their wills but 
strengthens their bones. She always keeps them innocent of knowledge and free 
from desire, and ensures that the clever never dare to act. Do that which consists 


in taking no action, and order will prevail. (Tao Te Ching, 3) 


The big picture... Who are we? Of what are we a part? No purpose, no concern, a 


void. There is nothing to stick to... 


The Tao is like an empty bowl which in being used can never be filled up. 
Fathomless, it seems to be the origin of all things. It blunts all sharp edges. It 
unties all tangles. It harmonises all lights. It unites the world into one whole. 
Hidden in the deeps, yet it seems to exist forever. | do not know whose child it is; it 
seems to be the common ancestor of all, the father of all things. 

Heaven and earth are ruthless, and treat the myriad creatures as straw dogs; the 
sage is ruthless, and treats the people as straw dogs. Is not the space between 
heaven and earth like a bellows? It is empty without being exhausted: the more it 
works, the more comes out. Much speech leads inevitably to silence. Better to hold 


Fast to the void. (Tao Te Ching, 4-5) 


Reality is selfless. It Favours no outcome over any other. In humility without desire 
or intention there is wisdom and we act as nature in its manner of operation. There 


is nothing to stick to... 


Heaven lasts long, and Earth abides. } Heaven and earth are enduring. The 
What is the secret of their durability? Is | reason why heaven and earth can be 
it not because they do not live for] enduring is that they do not give 


themselves that they can live so long? | themselves life. Hence, they are able to 


Therefore, the sage wants to remain | be long-lived. Therefore, the sage puts 


behind but finds themselves at the | themselves last and they come first, 


head of others; reckons themselves | treats it as extraneous to themselves 


out, but finds themselves safe and |and it is preserved. Is it not because 


secure. Is it not because they are} they are without thought of self that 


selfless that their Self is realised? they are able to accomplish their 


private ends? 


(Two translations of Tao Te Ching, 7) 


Be like water. There is much wisdom in this metaphor. There is nothing to stick 


to... 


The highest good is like that of water. The goodness of water is that it benefits the 
ten thousand creatures; yet itself does not contend with them, but is content with 
the places that all people disdain. It is this that makes water so near to the Way. 
And if people think the ground the best place For building a house upon, if among 
thoughts they value those that are profound, if in Friendship they value gentleness, 
if in words, truth; in government, good order; in deeds, effectiveness; in actions, 
timeliness - in each case it is because they prefer what does not lead to strife, and 


therefore does not go amiss. (Tao Te Ching, 8) 


The wisdom of Nothing. There is nothing to stick to... 


Thirty spokes share one hub. Adapt the nothing therein to the purpose at hand, 
and you will have the use of the cart. Knead clay in order to make a vessel. Adapt 
the nothing therein to the purpose at hand, and you will have the use of the vessel. 
Cut out doors and windows in order to make a room. Adapt the nothing therein to 


the purpose in hand, and you will have the use of the room. Thus, what we gain is 


Something, yet it is by virtue of Nothing that this can be put to use. (Tao Te 


Ching,11) 


Something from nothing, the nameable from the unnameable. Things cannot be 
traced From their origin nor followed to their end. Where do you come from, why 


are you here? There is nothing to stick to... 


Look at it but you cannot see it! Its name is formless. Listen to it but you cannot 
hear it! Its name is soundless. Grasp it but you cannot get it! Its name is incorporeal. 
These three attributes are unfathomable; therefore they Fuse into one. Its upper 
side is not bright: its underside is not dim. Continually the Unnameable moves on, 
until it returns beyond the realm of things. We call call it the formless, the 
imageless image. We call it the indefinable and unimaginable. Confront it and you 
do not see its face! Follow it and you do not see its back! Yet, equipped with this 
timeless Tao, you can harness present realities. To know the origins is initiation 


into the Tao. (Tao Te Ching, 14) 


Emptiness, Peace, Stillness, Constancy... These are the things of true value, the 
things of nature in its manner of operation. These are destiny. There is nothing to 


Stick to... 


Attain to utmost emptiness. Cling single-heartedly to interior peace. While all 
things are stirring together, | only contemplate the Return. For Flourishing as they 
do, each of them will return to its root. To return to the root is to Find peace. To 


find peace is to Fulfill one’s destiny. To Fulfill one’s destiny is to be constant. To 


know the Constant is called insight. IF one does not know the Constant, one runs 
blindly into disasters. IF one knows the Constant, one can understand and embrace 
all. IF one understands and embraces all, one is capable of doing justice. To be just 
is to be kingly; to be kingly is to be heavenly; to be heavenly is to be one with the 
Tao; to be one with the Tao is to abide Forever. Such a one will be safe and whole 


even after the dissolution of their body. (Tao Te Ching, 16) 


When the way of non-action is Forgotten, when the metaphor of water fades away, 
when desire, intention and preference appears, then our contentious society is 


born. There is nothing to stick to... 


When the great Tao is Forgotten, kindness and mortality arise. When wisdom and 
intelligence are born, the great pretense begins. When there is no peace within the 
Family, Filial piety and devotion arise. When the country is confused and in chaos, 


loyal ministers appear. (Tao Te Ching, 18) 


Plainness, simplicity, lack of desire: the way to peace in accordance with nature. 


There is nothing to stick to... 


Abandon sageliness and discard wisdom; then the people will benefit one 
hundredfold. Abandon humility and discard righteousness; then the people will 
return to Filial piety and deep love. Abandon skill and discard profit; then there will 
be no thieves or robbers. However, these three things are ornament and not 
adequate. Therefore, let people hold onto these: manifest plainness, embrace 


simplicity, reduce selfishness, have few desires. (Tao Te Ching, 19) 
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A different way. There is nothing to stick to... 


Give up learning, and put an end to your troubles. Is there a difference between 
yes and no? Is there a difference between good and evil? Must | fear what others 
fear? What nonsense! Other people are contented, enjoying the sacrificial Feast of 
the ox. In spring, some go to the park and climb the terrace. But | alone am drifting, 
not knowing where | am. Like a newborn babe before it learns to smile, | am alone 
without a place to go. Others have more than they need, but | alone have nothing. | 
am a fool. Oh, yes, | am confused. Others are clear and bright, but | alone am dim 
and weak. Others are sharp and clever, but | alone am dull and stupid. Oh, | drift 
like the waves of the sea, without direction, like restless wind. Everyone else is 
busy, but | alone am aimless and depressed. | am different. | am nourished by the 


great mother. (Tao Te Ching, 20) 


What is more of virtue than to live according to the way of all created things, 
undesiring, without contention, inhabited by a passionless peace? This is to live 


according to the Tao. Its wisdom? There is nothing to stick to... 


The greatest virtue is to follow Tao and Tao alone. The Tao is elusive and 
intangible, oh, it is intangible and elusive, and yet within is Form. Oh it is dim and 
dark, and yet within is essence. This essence is very real and therein lies faith. From 
the very beginning until now its name has never been forgotten. Thus, | perceive 
the creation. How do | know the ways of creation? Because of this. (Tao Te Ching, 


21) 
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There is nothing to stick to and this can be read in one of two ways: firstly, there is 
nothing to which anyone can or could stick to, no guide, no code, no algorithm, no 
rulebook, no matrix, no morals, no set of facts or canonical interpretations; secondly, 
there is nothing to stick to, in which nothing is a special kind of something. So there is 
something positively conceived to stick to but it is a negative, a nothing, a void, a zero. 
It is empty, emptiness. It is whatever nothing as a something would be. A reading 


which holds both senses in tension is recommended... 


How to gain without grasping. There is nothing to stick to... 


Yield and overcome; Bend and be straight; Empty and be full; Wear out and be 
new; Have a little and gain; Have much and be confused. Therefore, the wise 
embrace the one and set an example to all. Not putting on a display, they shine 
Forth. Not justifying themselves, they are distinguished. Not boasting, they receive 
recognition. Not bragging, they never falter. They do not quarrel, so no one 
quarrels with them. Therefore, the ancients say, ‘Yield and overcome.’ Is that an 


empty saying? Be really whole, and all things will come to you. (Tao Te Ching, 22) 


That which you cultivate, you experience. To cultivate virtue, sow virtue, to be at 


one with all things, cultivate the openness of the Tao. There is nothing to stick to... 


Only simple and quite words will ripen of themselves. For a whirlwind does not last 
a whole morning, nor does a sudden shower last a whole day. Who is the author? 
Heaven and earth! Even heaven and earth cannot make such violent things last 


long; how much truer is that of the rash endeavours of human beings? Hence the 
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one who cultivates the Tao is one with the Tao; The one who practices virtue is one 
with virtue; The one who courts loss is one with loss. To be one with the Tao is to 
be welcomed by the Tao; To be one with virtue is to be welcomed by virtue; To be 
one with loss is to be welcomed by loss. Deficiency of Faith on your part entails 


Faithlessness on the part of others. (Tao Te Ching, 23) 


Each conditioned in their turn by something greater, all leading back to Tao. What, 


in the end, is the nature of things? There is nothing to stick to... 


Something mysteriously formed, born before heaven and earth. In the silence and 
the void, standing alone and unchanging. Ever present and in motion, perhaps it is 
the mother of the Ten Thousand Things. | do not know its name, call it Tao. For lack 
of a better word, call it great. Being great, it Flows. It Flows far away. Having gone 
far, it returns. Therefore, ‘Tao is great; heaven is great; earth is great; the king is 
also great.’ These are the four great powers of the universe, and the king is one of 
them. Humanity follows the earth, earth follows heaven, heaven Follows the Tao. 


Tao follows what is natural. (Tao Te Ching, 25) 


Practice makes perfect when one is in the Way and nothing should go to waste. 


There is nothing to stick to... 


Good works are trackless, good words are Flawless, good planning isn’t calculating. 
What is well closed has no bolt locking it, but cannot be opened. What is well 
bound has no rope confining it, but cannot be untied. Therefore, sages always 


consider it good to save people, so that there are no wasted people; they always 
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consider it good to save beings, so that there are no wasted beings. So good 
people are teachers of people who are not good. People who are not good are 
students of people who are good. Those who do not honour teachers or care for 
students are greatly deluded, even if knowledgeable. This is called an essential 


subtlety. (Tao Te Ching, 27) 


Balance will lead you to virtue, not extremes. Be like a child and live in the Infinite 


with simplicity. There is nothing to stick to... 


Know the masculine, keep to the feminine, and be the Brook of the World. To be 
the Brook of the World is to move constantly in the path of virtue without 
swerving From it and to return again to infancy. Know the white, keep to the black, 
and be the Pattern of the World. To be the Pattern of the World is to move 
constantly in the path of virtue without erring a single step and to return again to 
the Infinite. Know the glorious, keep to the lowly, and be the Fountain of the 
World. To be the Fountain of the World is to live the abundant life of virtue and to 
return again to the primal simplicity. When primal simplicity diversifies it becomes 
useful vessels which, in the hands of the sage, becomes officers. Hence, ‘a great 


tailor does little cutting.’ (Tao Te Ching, 28) 


The more you grasp, the more it slips through your Fingers. The wisdom of Tao is 


balance and letting go. There is nothing to stick to... 


Does anyone want to take the world and do what they want with it? | don’t see 


how they can succeed. The world is a sacred vessel which must not be tampered 
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with or grabbed after. To tamper with it is to spoil it and to grasp it is to lose it. In 
Fact, for all things there is a time For going ahead and a time for Following behind; a 
time for slow breathing and a time for heavy breathing; a time to grow in strength 
and a time to decay; a time to be up and a time to be down. Therefore, the sage 


avoids all extremes, excesses and extravagances. (Tao Te Ching, 29) 


The wise love peace and hate war. In war, every victory is a funeral. There is 


nothing to stick to... 


Good weapons are instruments of fear; all creatures hate them. Therefore, 
Followers of Tao never use them. The wise one prefers the left, the one of war 
prefers the right. Weapons are instruments of Fear: they are not a wise one’s tools. 
A wise one uses them only when they have no choice, peace and quiet are dear to 
their heart and victory no cause for rejoicing. IF you rejoice in victory then you 
delight in killing; if you delight in killing you cannot Fulfill yourself. On happy 
occasions precedence is given to the left, on sad occasions to the right. In the army 
the general stands on the left. The commander-in-chief is on the right. This means 
that war is conducted like a Funeral. When many people are being killed they 
should be mourned with heartfelt sorrow. This is why a victory must be observed 


like a Funeral. (Tao Te Ching, 31) 


The harmony of the world is the harmony of Tao; simple, peaceful and diverse. 


Forget intention and surrender to the Tao. There is nothing to stick to... 
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Tao is always nameless. Small as it is in its primal simplicity, it is inferior to the 
world. IF only a ruler could cling to it, everything will render homage to them. 
Heaven and earth will be harmonized and send down sweet dew. Peace and order 
will reign among the people without any command from above. When once the 
primal simplicity diversified, different names appeared. Are there not enough 
names now? Is this not the time to stop? To know when to stop is to preserve 
ourselves From danger. The Tao is to the world what a great river or an ocean is to 


the streams and brooks. (Tao Te Ching, 32) 


Others and the self, one must master both. Strength is having enough, mastery is 


being where you are. There is nothing to stick to... 


Knowing others is wisdom; Knowing the self is enlightenment. Mastering others 
requires forces; mastering the self needs strength. The one who knows they have 
enough is rich. Perseverance is a sign of willpower. The one who stays where they 


are endures. To die but not to perish is to be eternally present. (Tao Te Ching, 33) 


Free of desire, yet it sustains and contains all things. That is Tao. To become great, 


don't try to be! There is nothing to stick to... 


The way is broad, reaching to the left as well as right. The myriad creatures depend 
on it For life yet it claims no authority. It accomplishes its task yet lays claim to no 
merit. It clothes and feeds the myriad creatures yet lays no claim to being their 
master. Forever free of desire, it can be called small; yet, as it lays no claim to being 


master when the myriad creatures turn to it, it can be called great. It is because it 
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never attempts itself to be great that it succeeds in becoming great. (Tao Te Ching, 


34) 


Cultivate perception! There is nothing to stick to... 


What is in the end to be shrunken, begins by being First stretched out. What is in 
the end to be weakened, begins by being made strong. What is in the end to be 
thrown down, begins by being first set on high. What is in the end to be despoiled, 
begins by being first richly endowed. Herein is the subtle wisdom of life; the soft 
and the weak overcomes the hard and the strong. Just as the Fish must not leave 


the deeps, so the ruler must not display his weapons. (Tao Te Ching, 36) 


What is virtue? Is it not Found in the non-desiring, non-intentional Tao? Virtue does 


not seek itself. There is nothing to stick to... 


High virtue is non-virtuous; therefore, it has virtue. Low virtue never frees itself 
From virtuousness; therefore, it has no virtue. High virtue makes no Fuss and has no 
private ends to serve; low virtue not only Fusses but has private ends to serve. High 
humanity Fusses but has no private ends to serve. High morality not only Fusses but 
has private ends to serve. High ceremony fusses but finds no response; then it tries 
to enforce itself with rolled up sleeves. Failing Tao, people resort to virtue. Failing 
virtue, people resort to humanity. Failing humanity, people resort to morality. 
Failing morality, people resort to ceremony. Now ceremony is the merest husk of 
Faith and loyalty. It is the beginning of all confusion and disorder. As to 


foreknowledge, it is only the embellishment of the Tao and the beginning of Folly. 
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Therefore, the Full grown human being sets their heart upon the substance rather 
than the husk; upon the Fruit rather than the flower. Truly, they prefer what is 


within to what is without. (Tao Te Ching, 38) 


Returning, always returning, the Tao has no destination. It is the gentleness that 


overcomes all. All somethings come From Nothing. There is nothing to stick to... 


The movement of the Tao consists in returning. The use of the Tao consists in 
softness. All things under heaven are born of being. Being is born of not being. 


(Tao Te Ching, 40) 


The Yin and the Yang. There is nothing to stick to... 


The Tao begot one. One begot two. Two begot three. And three begot the ten 
thousand things. The ten thousand things carry yin and embrace yang. They 
achieve harmony by combining these forces. People hate to be orphaned, widowed 
or worthless but this is how kings and lords describe themselves. For one gains by 
losing and loses by gaining. What others teach, | also teach; that is, ‘a violent 
person will die a violent death!’ This will be the essence of my teaching. (Tao Te 


Ching, 42) 


Soft overcomes hard, nothing overcomes something. No action overcomes actions, 


no words overcomes words. Once you get it, it's world-changing. There is nothing 


to stick to... 
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The softest thing in the universe overcomes the hardest thing in the universe. That 
substance can enter where there is no room. Hence, | know the value of non-action. 
Teaching without words and work without doing are understood by few. (Tao Te 


Ching, 43) 


Would you endure long? Have little, live simply, do not attach yourself to things. 


There is nothing to stick to... 


As for your name and your body, which is the dearer? As for your body and your 
wealth, which is the more prized? As for gain and loss, which is the more painful? 
Thus, an excessive love for anything will cost you dear in the end. The storing up of 
too much goods will entail a heavy loss. To know when you have enough is to be 
immune from disgrace. To know when to stop is to be preserved from perils. Only 


thus can you endure. (Tao Te Ching, 44) 


Your enemy is desire and its cure is being content to have enough. There is nothing 


to stick to... 


When the Tao is present in the universe, the horses haul manure. When the Tao is 
absent from the universe, war horses are bred outside the city. There is no greater 
sin than desire, no greater curse than discontent, no greater misfortune than 
wanting something for oneself. Therefore, the one who knows that enough is 


enough will always have enough. (Tao Te Ching, 46) 
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Here is a riddle: the knowing that is not about going, the knowing that is not about 
doing, the knowing that is not about looking. What is it? There is nothing to stick 


to... 


Without going outside, you may know the whole world. Without looking through 
the window, you may see the ways of heaven. The farther you go, the less you 
know. Thus, the sage knows without travelling; they see without looking; they 


work without doing. (Tao Te Ching, 47) 


IF you would walk in the way of Tao you must learn non-action. You must learn to 
decrease and not increase daily. Knowledge is not accumulating; it is letting go. 


There is nothing to stick to... 


The pursuit of learning is to increase day after day, the pursuit of Tao is to 
decrease day after day. It is to decrease and further decrease until the point of 
taking no action. No action is taken, and yet nothing is left undone. An empire is 
often brought to order by having no activity. IF one likes to undertake activity, they 


are not qualified to govern the empire. (Tao Te Ching, 48) 


Would you be wise? Be selfless, humble, kind, faithful, to all alike without 


partiality. There is nothing to stick to... 


The sage has no interests of their own, but takes the interests of the people as 


their own. They are kind to the kind; they are also kind to the unkind: For virtue is 


kind. They are Faithful to the Faithful; they are also Faithful to the unfaithful: for 
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virtue is Faithful. In the midst of the world, the sage is shy and self-effacing. For the 
sake of the world they keep their heart in its nebulous state. All the people strain 


their ears and eyes: the sage only smiles like an amused infant. (Tao Te Ching, 49) 


There is the Way (Tao) and there is Virtue (Te). From these all things arise and are 
nourished. There is also matter and environment. What is the nature of all things? 


There is nothing to stick to... 


All things arise from Tao. They are nourished by Virtue. They are formed from 
matter. They are shaped by environment. Thus, the ten thousand things all respect 
Tao and honour Virtue. Respect of Tao and honour of Virtue are not demanded, 
but they are in the nature of things. Therefore, all things arise from Tao. By Virtue, 
they are nourished, developed, cared for, sheltered, comforted, grown and 
protected. Creating without claiming, doing without taking credit, guiding without 


interfering: this is Primal Virtue. (Tao Te Ching, 51) 


Those in the way of Tao do not chase after riches, they are not sidetracked by self- 


aggrandizing schemes. And yet people prefer these! There is nothing to stick to... 


IF only | had the tiniest grain of wisdom, | should walk in the Great Way. And my 
only Fear would be to stray From it. The Great Way is very smooth and straight; and 
yet people prefer devious paths! The court is very clean and well garnished, but the 
fields are very weedy and wild. And the granaries are very empty! They wear 
gorgeous clothes, they carry sharp swords, they surfeit themselves with food and 


drink, they possess more riches than they can use! They are the heralds of 
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brigandage! As for the Tao, what do they know about it? (Tao Te Ching, 53) 


Cultivate virtue, embrace it - in yourself, in Family, in community, in the state, in the 


world. But it starts with you! There is nothing to stick to... 


What is well planted cannot be uprooted, what is well embraced cannot slip away. 
Your descendants will carry on the ancestral sacrifice For generation without end, 
cultivate virtue in your own person, and it becomes a genuine part of you. Cultivate 
it in the Family, and it will abide. Cultivate it in the community, and it will live and 
grow. Cultivate it in the state, and it will Flourish abundantly. Cultivate it in the 
world, and it will become universal. Hence, a person must be judged as a person; a 
Family as a Family; a community as a community; a state as a state; the world as the 


world. How do | know about the world? By what is within me. (Tao Te Ching, 54) 


A union with all things; not based on knowing, not based on talking. It is selfless! 


There is nothing to stick to... 


Those who know do not talk. Those who talk do not know. Keep your mouth 
closed. Guard your senses. Temper your sharpness. Mask your brightness. Be at 
one with the dust of the earth. This is the primal union. The one who has achieved 
this state is unconcerned with friends and enemies, with good and harm, with 
honour and disgrace. This, therefore, is the highest state of human being. (Tao Te 


Ching, 56) 
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Justice without desire, master without doing, the wisdom of the light touch! There 


is nothing to stick to... 


Rule a nation with justice. Wage a war with surprise moves. Become master of the 
universe without striving. How do | know this is so? Because of this! The more laws 
and restrictions there are, the poorer the people become. The sharper the men’s 
weapons, the more trouble in the land. The more ingenious and wily people are, 
the more strange things happen. The more rules and regulations, the more thieves 
and robbers. Therefore, the sage says: | take no action and people are reformed. | 
enjoy peace and people become honest. | do nothing and people become rich. | 


have no desires and people return to the good and simple life. (Tao Te Ching, 57) 


To be frugal is to be royalty and to rule over all! There is nothing to stick to... 


In governing a people and in serving heaven there is nothing like Frugality. To be 
Frugal is to return before straying. To return before straying is to have a double 
reserve of virtue. To have a double reserve of virtue is to overcome everything. To 
overcome everything is to reach an invisible height. Only the one who has reached 
an invisible height can have a kingdom. Only the one who has got the mother of a 
kingdom can last long. This is the way to be deep-rooted and fFirm-planted in the 


Tao, the secret of long life and lasting vision. (Tao Te Ching, 59) 


The actions of the wise. There is nothing to stick to... 
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Practice non-action. Work without doing. Taste the Flavourless. Magnify the small, 
increase the Few. Reward bitterness with care. See simplicity in the complicated. 
Achieve greatness through little things. In the universe the difficult things are 
done as if they are easy. In the universe great acts are made up of small deeds. The 
sage does not attempt anything very big, and thus achieves greatness. Easy 
promises make for little trust. Taking things lightly results in great difficulty. 
Because the sage always confronts difficulties, they are never experienced. (Tao Te 


Ching, 63) 


Beware those who know too much, who pride themselves on cleverness! There is 


nothing to stick to... 


In the beginning, those who knew the Tao did not try to enlighten others, but kept 
it hidden. Why is it so hard to rule? Because people are so clever. Rulers who try to 
use cleverness cheat the country. Those who rule without cleverness are a blessing 
to the land. These are the two alternatives, understanding these is Primal Virtue. 
Primal Virtue is deep and far. It leads all things back towards the great oneness. 


(Tao Te Ching, 65) 


You will know the wise by their humility. There is nothing to stick to... 


How does the sea come to rule over streams? Because it is lower than they! Hence, 


it rules over all streams! Therefore, the sage reigns over the people by being 


humble in speech, and leads the people by going behind them. Thus it is that when 


a sage stands above the people they do not feel the heaviness of that one’s 
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weight; and when that one stands in Front of the people, they do not feel hurt. 
Therefore, all the world pushes them forward without getting tired of them. Just 
because they strive with nobody, nobody can ever strive with them. (Tao Te Ching, 


66) 


The three treasures... Compassion, Frugality, Humility. There is nothing to stick 


to... 


The whole world says, I’m Great; Great, yet unlike everyone else. But it is precisely 
because I’m unlike everyone else that | am therefore able to be great. Were | like 
everyone else for a long time now I'd have seemed insignificant and small. | 
constantly have three treasures: Hold onto them and treasure them: The first is 
compassion; The second is frugality; The third is not presuming to be at the 
Forefront of the world. Now, its because one is compassionate that one can be 
courageous; its because one is frugal that one can therefore be magnanimous; its 
because one does not presume to be at the Forefront of the world that one can be 
at the head of all. Now, if you abandon compassion yet try to be courageous, and if 
you abandon frugality yet try to be magnanimous, and if you try to abandon 
staying behind yet try to go to the fore, then you will die. IF with compassion you 
attack then you will win; if you are defending, you'll stand Firm. It is the means by 


which heaven protects and guards. (Tao Te Ching, 67) 


Not striving. There is nothing to stick to... 
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A good soldier is not violent. A good fighter is not angry. A good winner is not 
vengeful. A good employer is humble. This is known as the Virtue of not striving. 
This is Known as ability to deal with people. This since ancient times has been 


known as the ultimate unity with heaven. (Tao Te Ching, 68) 


Knowledge and ignorance, it is best to be wise regarding both! There is nothing to 


Stick to... 


To realise that our knowledge is ignorance, this is noble insight. To regard our 
ignorance as knowledge, this is mental sickness. Only when when are sick of our 
sickness shall we cease to be sick. The sage is not sick, being sick of sickness. This is 


the secret of health. (Tao Te Ching, 71) 


Live in accordance with the Tao, without striving, and all things will come to you. 


There is nothing to stick to... 


A brave and passionate person will kill or be killed. A brave and calm person will 
always preserve life. OF these two, which is good and which is harmful? Some 
things are not Favoured by heaven, who knows why? Even the sage is unsure of 
this. The Tao of heaven does not strive, and yet it overcomes. It does not speak, 
and yet it is answered. It does not ask for things, and yet is supplied with all its 
needs. It seems to have no aim and yet its purpose is Fulfilled. Heaven’s net casts 


wide. Though its meshes are coarse, nothing slips through. (Tao Te Ching, 73) 
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People love to interfere! People love to make too much of things! There is nothing 


to stick to... 


Why are the people starving? Because those above them are taxing them too 
heavily. That is why they are starving. Why are the people hard to manage? 
Because those above them are Fussy and have private ends to serve. That is why 
they are hard to manage. Why do the people think nothing of death? Because, 
having little to live on, they know better than to value life too much. (Tao Te Ching, 


75) 


Humility and weakness, not might and greatness, is to be most treasured. There is 


nothing to stick to... 


When someone is alive, they are soft and supple. When they are dead, they 
become hard and rigid. When a plant is living, it is soft and tender. When it is dead, 
it becomes withered and dry. Hence, the hard and rigid belongs to the company of 
the dead; the soft and supple belong to the company of the living. Therefore, a 
mighty army tends to Fall by its own weight, just as dry wood is ready for the axe. 
The great and mighty will be laid low, the humble and weak will be exalted. (Tao Te 


Ching, 76) 


The way of Tao is to recognise humility and be humble. There is nothing to stick 


to... 
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The Tao of heaven is like the bending of a bow: the high is lowered and the low is 
raised. IF the string is too long, it is shortened; if there is not enough, it is made 
longer. The Tao of heaven is to take from those who have too much and give to 
those who do not have enough. The human way is different. Human beings take 
from those who do not have enough to give to those who already have too much. 
What human being has more than enough and gives to the world? Only the one of 
Tao. Therefore, the sage works without recognition. The sage achieves what has to 
be done without dwelling on it. The sage does not try to show their knowledge. 


(Tao Te Ching, 77) 


The mountain is made of hard rock, yet the softest stream cuts through it! The 
supple tree bends whilst the hard tree snaps. There is nothing to stick to... 

Under heaven nothing is more soft and yielding than water. Yet, for attacking the 
solid and strong, nothing is better. It has no equal. The weak can overcome the 
strong; the supple can overcome the stiff. Under heaven everyone knows this. Yet 
no one puts it into practice. Therefore, the sage says: The one who takes upon 
themselves the humiliation of the people is Fit to rule them. The one who takes 
upon themselves the country’s disasters deserve to be the ruler over all. The truth 


often sounds paradoxical. (Tao Te Ching, 78) 


Peace in simplicity. There is nothing to stick to... 


A small country has Fewer people. Though there are machines that can work ten to 


a hundred times Faster than people, they are not needed. The people take death 


seriously and do not travel far. Though they have boats and carriages, no one uses 
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them. Though they have armour and weapons, no one displays them. They return 
to the knotting of rope in place of writing. Their Food is plain and good, their 
clothes fine but simple, their homes are secure; they are happy in their ways. 
Though they live within sight of their neighbours, and crowing cocks and barking 
dogs are heard across the way, yet they leave each other in peace while they grow 


old and die. (Tao Te Ching, 80) 


The way of the sage is to do their duty and not strive with anyone! There is nothing 


to stick to... 


Truthful words are not beautiful, beautiful words are not truthful. Good people do 
not argue, those who argue are not good. The wise are not users of erudition, 
users of erudition are not wise. The sage never tries to store things up; the more 
they do for others, the more they have; the more they give to others, the greater 
their abundance. The way of heaven is to benefit and not to harm. The way of the 


sage is to do their duty, not to strive with anyone. (Tao Te Ching, 81) 


B. NIETZSCHE AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: CREATORS WHO NEED NO GODS 


Now we must wend our way through the writings, in order of their writing, of 
‘Polish nobleman’ Friedrich Nietzsche. Here, from a differing and, | think, 
complementary angle, we will find another, philosophical kind of ‘nothing to stick 
to’, one that questions the existence of any gods, any morality or any intellectual 
Fixity by which anyone could orientate themselves. Nietzsche believes in no gods 


of any kind (including god substitutes). But he does believe in heroes, creative 
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heroes who continually overcome themselves. In this section of the essay quotes 
from Nietzsche serve as a ‘potted Nietzsche’. Occasionally, as previously, | will 
highlight in pink text suggested interpretive keys which readers may choose to 


utilise or ignore as they wish. 


The Birth of Tragedy (1872) 


Raising himself to Titanic heights, man Fights For and achieves his own culture, and 
he compels the gods to ally themselves with him because in his very own wisdom, 


he holds existence and its limits in his hands. 


On Truth and Lying in a A Non-Moral Sense (1873) 


In some remote corner of the universe, Flickering in the light of the countless solar 
systems into which it had been poured, there was once a planet in which clever 
animals invented cognition. It was the most arrogant and the most mendacious 
moment in the ‘history of the world’; but a minute was all it was. After nature had 


drawn just a Few more breaths the planet froze and the clever animals had to die. 


Someone could invent a fable like this and yet they would still not have given a 
satisfactory illustration of just how pitiful, how insubstantial and transitory, how 
purposeless and arbitrary the human intellect looks within nature; there were 
eternities during which it did not exist, and when it has disappeared again, nothing 


will have happened. 
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For this intellect has no Further mission that might extend beyond the bounds of 
human life. Rather, the intellect is human, and only its own possessor and 
progenitor regards it with such pathos, as if it housed the axis around which the 
entire world revolved. But if we could communicate with a midge we would hear 
that it too Floats through the air with the very same pathos, feeling that it too 
contains within itself the Flying centre of this world. There is nothing in nature so 
despicable and mean that would not immediately swell up like a balloon From just 
one little puff of that Force of cognition, and just as every bearer of burdens wants 
to be admired, so the proudest man of all, the philosopher, wants to see, on all 
sides, the eyes of the universe trained, as through telescopes, on his thoughts and 


deeds... 


..Human beings do not so much flee from being tricked as from being harmed by 


being tricked... 


...What is a word? The copy of a nervous stimulation in sounds... 


..When different languages are set alongside one another it becomes clear that, 
where words are concerned, what matters is never truth, never the full and 
adequate expression; otherwise there would not be so many languages. The ‘thing- 
in-itself’ (which would be, precisely, pure truth, truth without consequences) is 
impossible For even the creator of language to grasp, and indeed this is not at all 
desirable. He designates only the relations of things to human beings, and in order 
to express them he avails himself of the boldest metaphors. The stimulation of a 


nerve is First translated into an image: first metaphor! The image is then imitated 
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by a sound: second metaphor! And each time there is a complete leap from one 


sphere into the heart of another, new sphere... 


..We believe that when we speak of trees, colours, snow, and flowers, we have 
knowledge of the things themselves, and yet we possess only metaphors of things 


which in no way correspond to the original entities... 


..Let us consider in particular how concepts are formed; each word immediately 
becomes a concept, not by virtue of the fact that it is intended to serve as a 
memory (say) of the unique, utterly individualised, primary experience to which it 
owes its existence, but because at the same time it must fit countless other, more 
or less similar, cases, i.e. cases which, strictly speaking, are never equivalent, and 
thus nothing other than non-equivalent cases. Every concept comes into being by 


making equivalent that which is non-equivalent... 


..Like form, a concept is produced by overlooking which is individual and real, 
whereas nature knows neither forms nor concepts and hence no species, but only 


an ‘X' which is inaccessible to us and indefinable by us... 


..What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, 
anthropomorphisms, in short a sum of human relations which have been subjected 
to poetic and rhetorical intensification, translation and decoration, and which, 
after they have been in use for a long time, strike a people as firmly established, 
canonical, and binding; truths are illusions of which we have forgotten they are 


illusions, metaphors which have become worn by frequent use and have lost all 
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sensuous vigour, coins which, having lost their stamp, are now regarded as metal 


and no longer as coins... 


..Everything which distinguishes human beings from animals depends on this 
ability to sublimate sensuous metaphors into a schema, in other words, to dissolve 
an image into a concept. This is because something becomes possible in the realm 
of these schemata which could never be achieved in the realm of those sensuous 
first impressions, namely the construction of a pyramidal order based on castes 
and degrees, the creation of a new world of laws, privileges, subordinations, 
definitions of borders, which now confronts the other, sensuously perceived world 
as something firmer, more general, more Familiar, more human, and hence as 


something regulatory and imperative... 


..human beings themselves have an unconquerable urge to let themselves be 


deceived... 


... The intellect, that master of pretence, is Free and absolved of its usual slavery For 


as long as it can deceive without doing harm... 


Human, All Too Human (1879) 


Pneumatic explanation of nature. Metaphysics explains nature’s scriptures as if 


pneumatically, the way the church and its scholars used to explain the Bible. It 


takes a lot of intelligence to apply to nature the same kind of strict interpretive art 


that philologists today have created for all books: with the intention simply to 
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understand what the scripture wants to say, but not to sniff out, or even presume, 
a double meaning. Just as we have by no means overcome bad interpretive art in 
regard to books, and one still comes upon vestiges of allegorical and mystical 
interpretation in the best-educated society, so it stands too in regard to nature - in 


Fact much worse. 


Metaphysical world. |t is true, there might be a metaphysical world; one can hardly 
dispute the possibility of it. We see all things by means of our human head, and 
cannot chop it off, though it remains to wonder what would be left if it indeed had 
been cut off. This is a purely scientific problem, and not very suited to cause men 
worry. But all that has produced metaphysical assumptions and made them 
valuable, horrible, pleasurable to men thus far is passion, error and self-deception. 
The very worst methods of knowledge, not the very best, have taught us to believe 
in them. When one has disclosed these methods to be the foundation of all 
existing religions and metaphysical systems, one has refuted them. That other 
possibility still remains, but we cannot begin to do anything with it, let alone allow 
our happiness, salvation and life to depend on the spider webs of such a possibility. 
For there is nothing at all we could state about the metaphysical world except its 
differentness, a differentness inaccessible and incomprehensible to us. It would be 


a thing with negative qualities. 


No matter how well proven the existence of such a world might be, it would still 
hold true that the knowledge of it would be the most inconsequential of all 
knowledge, even more inconsequential than the knowledge of the chemical 


analysis of water must be to the boatman Facing a storm. 
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The harmlessness of metaphysics in the future. As soon as the origins of religion, art 
and morality have been described, so that one can explain them fully without 
resorting to the use of metaphysical intervention at the beginning and along the 
way, then one no longer has as strong an interest in the purely theoretical problem 
of the ‘thing-in-itself’ and ‘appearance’. For however the case may be, religion, art 
and morality do not enable us to touch the ‘essence of the world in itself’. We are 
in the realm of idea, no ‘intuition’ can carry us further. With complete calm we will 
let physiology and the ontogeny of organisms and concepts determine how our 


image of the world can be so different from the disclosed essence of the world. 


Language as an alleged science. The importance of language For the development 
of culture lies in the Fact that, in language, man juxtaposed to the one world 
another world of his own, a place which he thought so sturdy that From it he could 
move the rest of the world from its Foundations and make himself lord over it. To 
the extent that he believed over long periods of time in the concepts and names of 
things as if they were eternal truths, man has acquired that pride by which he has 
raised himself above the animals: he really did believe that in language he had 
knowledge of the world. The shaper of language was not so modest as to think 
that he was only giving things labels; rather, he imagined that he was expressing 
the highest knowledge of things with words; in fact, language is the first stage of 
scientific effort. Here, too, it is the belief in found truth from which the mightiest 
sources of strength have flowed. Very belatedly (only now) is it dawning on men 
that in their belief in language they have propagated a montrou error. Fortunately, 
it is too late to be able to revoke the development of reason, which rests on that 


belief. 


35 


Logic, too, rests on assumptions that do not correspond to anything in the real 
world, e.g., on the assumption of the equality of things, the identity of the same 
thing at different points of time; but this science arose From the opposite belief 
(that there were indeed such things in the real world). So it is with mathematics, 
which would certainly not have originated if it had been known from the beginning 


that there is no exactly straight line in nature, no real circle, no absolute measure... 


..Life as the product of life. However far man may extend himself with his 
knowledge, however objective he may appear to himself - ultimately he reaps 


nothing but his own biography... 


...From experience. That something is irrational is no argument against its existence, 


but rather a condition For it... 


...Basic insight. There is no pre-established harmony between the furthering of 


truth and the good of mankind. 


Daybreak (1881) 


Concept of morality of custom... the chief proposition: morality is nothing other 
(therefore no more!) than obedience to customs, of whatever kind they may be; 
customs, however, are the traditional way of behaving and evaluating. In things in 
which no tradition commands there is no morality; and the less life is determined 
by tradition, the smaller the circle of morality. The free human being is immoral 


because in all things he is determined to depend upon himself and not upon a 
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tradition: in all the original conditions of mankind, ‘evil’ signifies the same as 
‘individual’, ‘free’, ‘capricious’, ‘unusual’, ‘unforeseen’, ‘incalculable’. Judged by the 
standard of these conditions, if an action is performed not because tradition 
commands it but for other motives (because of its usefulness to the individual, For 
example), even indeed for precisely the motives which once founded the tradition, 
it is called immoral and it is felt to be so by him who performed it: for it was not 
performed in obedience to tradition. What is tradition? A higher authority which 
one obeys, not because it commands what is useful to us, but because it commands. 
- What distinguishes this Feeling in the presence of tradition from the feeling of 
fear in general? It is the Fear in the presence of a higher intellect which here 
commands, of an incomprehensible, indefinite power, of something more than 
personal - there is superstition in this Fear... Under the dominion of the morality of 


custom, originality of every kind has acquired a bad conscience... 


..Animals and morality. - The practices demanded in polite society: careful 
avoidance of the ridiculous, the offensive, the presumptuous, the suppression of 
one’s virtues as well as of one’s strongest inclinations, self-adaptation, self- 
deprecation, submission to orders of rank - all this is to be Found in social morality 
in a crude form everywhere, even in the depths of the animal world - at only at this 
depth do we see the purpose of all these amiable precautions: one wishes to elude 
one’s pursuers and be favoured in the pursuit of one’s prey. For this reason the 
animals learn to master themselves and alter their Form, so that many, for 
example, adapt their colouring to the colouring of their surroundings (by virtue of 
the so called ‘chromatic Function’), pretend to be dead or assume the forms and 


colours of another animal or of sand, leaves, lichen, Fungus (what English 
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researchers designate ‘mimicry’). Thus the individual hides himself in the general 
concept ‘humanity’, or in society, or adapts himself to princes, classes, parties, 
opinions of his time and place: and all the subtle ways we have of appearing 
fortunate, grateful, powerful, enamoured, have their easily discoverable parallels 
in the animal world. Even the sense for truth, which is really the sense for security, 
man has in common with the animals: one does not want to let oneself be 
deceived, does not want to mislead oneself, one harkens mistrustfully to the 
promptings of one’s own passions, one constrains oneself and lies in wait For 
oneself; the animal understands this all just as man does, with it too self-control 
springs From the sense for what is real (from prudence). It likewise assesses the 
effect it produces upon the perceptions of other animals and from this learns to 
look back upon itself, to take itself ‘objectively’, it too has its degree of self- 
knowledge. The animal assesses the movements of its Friends and Foes, it learns 
their peculiarities by heart, it prepares itself For them: it renounces war once and 
For all against individuals of a certain species, and can likewise divine from the way 
they approach that certain kinds of animals have peaceful and conciliatory 
intentions. The beginning of justice, as of prudence, moderation, bravery - in short, 
of all we designate as the Socratic virtues, are animal: a consequence of that drive 
which teaches us to seek food and elude enemies. Now if we consider that even 
the highest human being has only become more elevated and subtle in the nature 
of his Food and in his conception of what is inimical to him, it is not improper to 


describe the entire phenomenon of morality as animal... 


...Moral feelings and moral concepts. It is clear that moral Feelings are transmitted in 


this way: children observe in adults inclinations For and aversions to certain actions 
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and, as born apes, imitate these inclinations and aversions; in later life they Find 
themselves full of these acquired and well-exercised affects and consider it only 
decent to try to account for and justify them. This ‘accounting’, however, has 
nothing to do with either the origin or the degree of intensity of the feeling: all 
one is doing is complying with the rule that, as a rational being, one has to have 
reasons for one’s For and Against, and that they have to be adducible and 
acceptable reasons. To this extent the history of moral Feeling is quite different 
From the history of moral concepts. The Former are powerful before the action, the 


latter especially after the action in Face of the need to pronounce upon it. 


Feelings and their origination in judgments. - ‘Trust your Feelings!’ - But feelings are 
nothing final or original; behind feelings there stand judgments and evaluations 
which we inherit in the form of feelings (inclinations, aversions). The inspiration 
born of a Feeling is the grandchild of a judgment - and often a false judgment! - and 
in any event not a child of your own! To trust one’s Feelings - means to give more 
obedience to one’s grandfather and grandmother and their grandparents than to 


the gods which are in us: our reason and our experience. 


The Gay Science (1882) 


Life no argument. - We have arranged for ourselves a world in which we can live - by 
positing bodies, lines, planes, causes and effects, motion and rest, form and 
content; without these articles of faith nobody now could endure life. But that 
does not prove them. Life is no argument. The conditions of life might include 


error... 
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..In the horizon of the infinite. - We have left the land and have embarked. We have 
burned our bridges behind us - indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the 
land behind us. Now, little ship, look out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure, it 
does not always roar, and at times it lies spread out like silk and gold and reveries 
of graciousness. But hours will come when you will realise that it is infinite and that 
there is nothing more awesome than infinity. Oh, the poor bird that felt Free and 
now strikes the walls of this cage! Woe, when you feel homesick for the land as if it 


had offered more freedom - and there is no longer any "land." 


The madman. - Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright 
morning hours, ran to the marketplace, and cried incessantly: "| seek God! | seek 
God!" - As many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just 
then, he provoked much laughter. Has he got lost? asked one. Did he lose his way 
like a child? asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a 


voyage? Emigrated? - Thus they yelled and laughed. 


The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. Whither is 
God?" he cried; "I will tell you. We have killed him - you and I. All of us are his 
murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us 
the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we 
unchained this earth From its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we 
moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, 
Forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as 
through an infinite nothing? Do we not Feel the breath of empty space? Has it not 


become colder? Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light 
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lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise of the 
gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of the divine 
decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we 


have killed him. 


"How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was 
holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under 
our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to clean 
ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we have to 
invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great For us? Must we ourselves not 
become gods simply to appear worthy of it? There has never been a greater deed; 
and whoever is born after us - For the sake of this deed he will belong to a higher 


history than all history hitherto." 


Here the madman Fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, too, were 
silent and stared at him in astonishment. At last he threw his lantern on the 
ground, and it broke into pieces and went out. "| have come too early," he said 
then: "my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; 
it has not yet reached the ears of men. Lightning and thunder require time; the 
light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to be seen 
and heard. This deed is still more distant from them than the most distant stars - 


and yet they have done it themselves.” 


It has been related Further that on the same day the madman Forced his way into 


several churches and there struck up his requiem aeternam deo. Led out and called 
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to account, he is said always to have replied nothing but: "What after all are these 


churches now if they are not the tombs and sepulchres of God?” 


Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-85) 


On The Blissful Islands 


The Figs Fall from the trees, they are good and sweet; and in Falling their red skins 


break. | am a north wind to ripe Figs. 


Thus, like Figs, do these teachings fall for you, my Friends: imbibe now their juice 


and their sweet Flesh! It is autumn all around, and clear sky, and afternoon. 


Behold, what abundance is around us! And it is delightful to look out upon distant 


seas out of the midst of superfluity. 


Once did people say ‘God’, when they looked out upon distant seas; now, however, 


have | taught you to say, ‘Ubermensch’. 


God is a supposition: but | do not wish your supposing to reach beyond your 


creating will. 


Could you create a God? - Then, | pray you, be silent about all gods! But you could 


surely create the Ubermensch. 
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Not perhaps you yourselves, my brothers! But into fathers and forefathers of the 


Ubermensch you could transform yourselves: and let this be your best creating! 


God is a supposition: but | want your supposing restricted to the conceivable. 


Could you conceive a God? - But may the will to truth mean this to you, that 


everything be transformed into the humanly-conceivable, the humanly-evident, 


the humanly-sensible! You should Follow your own senses to the end! 


And you yourselves should create what you have called the world: the world 


should be formed in your image by your reason, your will and your love. And truly, 


For your bliss, you enlightened ones! 


And how would you endure life without that hope, you enlightened ones? Neither 


in the incomprehensible could you have been born, nor in the irrational. 


But that | may reveal my heart entirely to you, my Friends: jf there were gods, how 


could | endure it not to be a god! Therefore there are no gods. 


Yes, | have drawn that conclusion; now, however, it draws me. 


God is a supposition: but who could drink all the anguish of this supposing without 


dying? Shall the creator be robbed of his faith and the eagle of his soaring into the 


heights? 
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God is a thought that makes all that is straight crooked and all that stands giddy. 


What? Would time be gone, and all that is transitory only a lie? 


To think this is giddiness and vertigo to the human frame, and even vomiting to the 


stomach: truly, | call it the giddy sickness to suppose such a thing. 


| call it evil and misanthropic, all this teaching about the one, and the perfect, and 


the unmoved, and the sufficient, and the intransitory! 


All that is intransitory - that is but an image! And the poets lie too much. 


But of time and of becoming shall the best images and parables speak: a eulogy 


they shall be, and a justification of all transitoriness! 


Creating - that is the great salvation From suffering, and life's easement. But For 


the creator to appear, suffering itself is needed, and much transformation. 


Yes, much bitter dying must there be in your life, you creators! Thus are you 


advocates and justifiers of all transitoriness. 


For the creator himself to be the new-born child he must also be willing to be the 


mother and endure the mother’s pain. 


Truly, | went my way through a hundred souls, and through a hundred cradles and 


birth-pangs. Many a Farewell have | taken; | know the heart-breaking last hours. 
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But my creating will, my destiny, wants it so. Or, to tell you it more candidly: my 


will wants precisely such a destiny. 


All feeling suffers in me, and is in prison: but my willing ever comes to me as my 


emancipator and comforter. 


Willing liberates: that is the true doctrine of willing and freedom - thus Zarathustra 


teaches you. 


No longer willing, and no longer evaluating, and no longer creating! Ah, that this 


great debility may ever be far From me! 


And also in knowing and understanding too do | Feel only my will's delight in 


begetting and becoming; and if there be innocence in my knowledge, it is because 


there is will to begetting in it. 


This will allured me away From God and gods; for what would there be to create if 


gods - existed! 


But to mankind does it ever impel me anew, my Fervent, creative will; thus it drives 


the hammer to the stone. 


Ah, you men, | see an image that slumbers within the stone, the image of my 


visions! Ah, that it should slumber in the hardest, ugliest stone! 
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Now my hammer rages ruthlessly against its prison. From the stone Fly Fragments: 


what is that to me? 


| will complete it: for a shadow came to me - the stillest and lightest of all things 


once came to me! 


The beauty of the Ubermensch came to me as a shadow. Ah, my brothers! OF what 


account are the gods to me now! 


Thus spoke Zarathustra. 


Beyond Good and Evil (1886) 


As regards the superstition of logicians, | never tire of underlining a quick little Fact 
that these superstitious people are reluctant to admit: namely, that a thought 
comes when ‘it' wants to, and not when ‘I’ want it to; so it is falsifying the Facts to 
say that the subject 'I' is the condition of the predicate ‘think’. There is thinking, 
but to assert that 'there’ is the same thing as that famous old 'I' is, to put it mildly, 
only an assumption, an hypothesis, and certainly not an ‘immediate certainty’. And 
in the end ‘there is thinking’ is also going too far: even this ‘there’ contains an 
interpretation of the process and is not part of the process itself. People are 
concluding here according to grammatical habit: 'Thinking is an activity; For each 
activity there is someone who acts; therefore -' Following approximately the same 
pattern, ancient atomism looked for that particle of matter, the atom, to 


complement the effective 'energy ' that works from out of it; more rigorous minds 
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Finally learned to do without this ‘little bit of earth' and perhaps some day logicians 
will even get used to doing without that little 'there’ (into which the honest old 'I' 


has evaporated)... 


...O sancta simplicitas! How strangely simplified and False are people's lives! Once 
we have focused our eyes on this wonder, there is no end to the wonderment! See 
how we have made everything around us bright and free and light and simple! 
Weren't we clever to give our senses free access to everything superficial, to give 
our minds a divine craving for headlong leaps and fallacies! How we have managed 
from the beginning to cling to our ignorance, in order to enjoy a life of almost 
inconceivable freedom, thoughtlessness, carelessness, heartiness, cheerfulness - 
to enjoy life! And only upon this Foundation of ignorance, now as firm as granite, 
could our science be established, and our will to knowledge only upon the 
Foundation of a much more powerful will, the will to no knowledge, to uncertainty, 
to untruth - not as the opposite of the former will, but rather - as its refinement! 
For even if language, in this case as in others, cannot get past its own unwieldiness 
and continues to speak of oppositions where there are really only degrees and 
many Fine differences of grade; even if we the knowing also find the words in our 
mouths twisted by the ingrained moral hypocrisy that is now part of our 
insuperable ‘flesh and blood’, now and then we understand what has happened, 
and laugh at how even the very best science would keep us trapped in this 
simplified, thoroughly artificial, neatly concocted, neatly falsified world, how the 
best science loves error whether it will or not, because science, being alive, - loves 


life!... 
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..There are no moral phenomena at all, only a moral interpretation of 


phenomena... 


..What we do in dreams we also do when we are awake: we invent and Fabricate 


the person with whom we associate - and immediately Forget we have done so. 


On The Genealogy of Morals (1887) 


.. There is nothing strange about the Fact that lambs bear a grudge towards large 
birds of prey: but that is no reason to blame the large birds of prey for carrying off 
the little lambs. And if the lambs say to each other, ‘These birds of prey are evil; 
and whoever is least like a bird of prey and most like its opposite, a lamb, — is good, 
isn’t he?’, then there is no reason to raise objections to this setting-up of an ideal 
beyond the fact that the birds of prey will view it somewhat derisively, and will 
perhaps say: ‘We don’t bear any grudge at all towards these good lambs, in fact we 
love them, nothing is tastier than a tender lamb.’ - It is just as absurd to ask 
strength not to express itself as strength, not to be a desire to overthrow, crush, 
become master, to be a thirst for enemies, resistance and triumphs, as it is to ask 
weakness to express itself as strength. A quantum of force is just such a quantum 
of drive, will, action, in Fact it is nothing but this driving, willing and acting, and only 
the seduction of language (and the fundamental errors of reason petrified within 
it), which construes and misconstrues all actions as conditional upon an agency, a 
‘subject’, can make it appear otherwise. And just as the common people separates 
lightning from its Flash and takes the latter to be a deed, something performed by 


a subject, which is called lightning, popular morality separates strength From the 
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manifestations of strength, as though there were an indifferent substratum 
behind the strong person which had the freedom to manifest strength or not. But 
there is no such substratum; there is no ‘being’ behind the deed, its effect and 
what becomes of it; ‘the doer’ is invented as an afterthought, — the doing is 
everything. Basically, the common people double a deed; when they see lightning, 
they make a doing-a-deed out of it: they posit the same event, First as cause and 
then as its effect. The scientists do no better when they say ‘force moves, Force 
causes’ and such like, — all our science, in spite of its coolness and freedom From 
emotion, still stands exposed to the seduction of language and has not rid itself of 
the changelings Foisted upon it, the ‘subjects’ (the atom is, for example, just such a 
changeling, likewise the Kantian ‘thing-in-itself’): mo wonder, then, if the 
entrenched, secretly smouldering emotions of revenge and hatred put this belief 
to their own use and, in Fact, do not defend any belief more passionately than that 
the strong are Free to be weak, and the birds of prey are Free to be lambs: — in this 
way, they gain the right to make the birds of prey responsible for being birds of 
prey ... When the oppressed, the downtrodden, the violated say to each other 
with the vindictive cunning of powerlessness: ‘Let us be different From evil people, 
let us be good! And a good person is anyone who does not rape, does not harm 
anyone, who does not attack, does not retaliate, who leaves the taking of revenge 
to God, who keeps hidden as we do, avoids all evil and asks little From life in 
general, like us who are patient, humble and upright’ — this means, if heard coolly 
and impartially, nothing more than: ‘We weak people are just weak; it is good to do 
nothing For which we are not strong enough’ — but this grim state of affairs, this 
cleverness of the lowest rank which even insects possess (which play dead, in order 


not to ‘do too much’ when in great danger), has, thanks to the counterfeiting and 
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self-deception of powerlessness, clothed itself in the Finery of self-denying, quiet, 
patient virtue, as though the weakness of the weak were itself - | mean its 
essence, its effect, its whole unique, unavoidable, irredeemable reality - a 
voluntary achievement, something wanted, chosen, a deed, an accomplishment. 
This type of man needs to believe in an unbiased ‘subject’ with Freedom of choice, 
because he has an instinct of self-preservation and self-affirmation in which every 
lie is sanctified. The reason the subject (or, as we more colloquially say, the soul) 
has been, until now, the best doctrine on earth, is perhaps because it Facilitated 
that sublime self-deception whereby the majority of the dying, the weak and the 
oppressed of every kind could construe weakness itself as Freedom, and their 


particular mode of existence as an accomplishment. 


Twilight of the Idols (1888) 


IF we possess our why of life we can put up with almost any how... 


..| mistrust all systematizers and avoid them. The will to a system is a lack of 


integrity... 


..Whether we immoralists do virtue any harm? - As little as anarchists do princes. 


Only since they have been shot at do they again sit Firmly on their thrones. Moral: 


one must shoot at morals... 


...1 set aside with great respect the name of Heraclitus. While the rest of the mass 


of philosophers were rejecting the testimony of their senses because the senses 
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displayed plurality and change, he rejected the testimony of the senses because 
they displayed things as if they had duration and unity. Even Heraclitus did not do 
justice to the senses. They do not lie either in the way the Eleatics thought or in 
the way that he thought — they do not lie at all. What we make of their testimony 
is what first introduces the lie, for example, the lie of unity, the lie of thinghood, of 
substance, of duration... “Reason” is what causes us to falsify the testimony of the 
senses. Insofar as the senses display becoming, passing away, and change, they do 
not lie... But Heraclitus will always be in the right For saying that being is an empty 
Fiction. The “apparent” world is the only world: the “true world” is just added to it 


by alie... 


.. You will be thankful to me if | condense such an essential and new insight into 
four theses: | thus make it easier to understand, and | dare you to contradict it. 
First proposition. The grounds on which “this” world has been called apparent are 
instead grounds for its reality—another kind of reality is absolutely 
indemonstrable. Second proposition. The distinguishing marks which have been 
given to the “true being” of things are the distinguishing marks of nonbeing, of 
nothingness—the “true world” has been constructed by contradicting the actual 
world: this “true world” is in Fact an apparent world, insofar as it is just a moral- 
optical illusion.Third proposition. |t makes no sense whatsoever to tell Fictional 
stories about “another” world than this one, as long as the instinct to slander, 
trivialize, and look down upon life is not powerful within us: in that case, we 
revenge ourselves on life with the phantasmagoria of “another,” “better” life. 
Fourth proposition. Dividing the world into a “true” and an “apparent” world, 


whether in the style of Christianity or in the style of Kant (a sneaky Christian to the 
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end), is merely a move inspired by décadence—a symptom of declining life... The 
fact that the artist prizes appearance over reality is no objection to this 
proposition. For “appearance” here means reality once again, but in the Form of a 
selection, an emphasis, a correction ... Tragic artists are not pessimists—in Fact, 


they say yes to everything questionable and terrible itself, they are Dionysian... 


(How The ‘True World’ Finally Became A Fiction: History of an Error) 


1. The true world, attainable for the wise, the devout, the virtuous—they live in it, 
they are it. (Oldest form of the idea, relatively clever, simple, convincing. 
Paraphrase of the assertion, “I, Plato, am the truth.”) 

2. The true world, unattainable For now, but promised to the wise, the devout, the 
virtuous (“to the sinner who does penance”). (Progress of the idea: it becomes 
more refined, more devious, more mystifying—it becomes woman, it becomes 
Christian...) 

3. The true world, unattainable, unprovable, unpromisable, but a consolation, an 
obligation, an imperative, merely by virtue of being thought. (The old sun basically, 
but glimpsed through fog and skepticism; the idea become sublime, pallid, Nordic, 
K6nigsbergian.) 

4. The true world—unattainable? In any case, unattained. And if it is unattained, it 
is also unknown. And hence it is not consoling, redeeming, or obligating either; to 
what could something unknown obligate us? .. . (Gray dawn. First yawnings of 
reason. Rooster’s crow of positivism.) 

5. The “true world”—an idea with no use anymore, no longer even obligating—an 


idea become useless, superfluous, hence a refuted idea: let’s do away with it! 
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(Bright day; breakfast; return of bon sens [good sense] and cheerfulness; Plato 
blushes; pandemonium of all Free spirits.) 

6. We have done away with the true world: what world is left over? The apparent 
one, maybe?... But no! Along with the true world, we have also done away with the 
apparent! (Midday; moment of the shortest shadow; end of the longest error; high 


point of humanity; INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA)... 


..A psychological explanation of this error—Tracing something unfamiliar back to 
something familiar alleviates us, calms us, pacifies us, and in addition provides a 
Feeling of power. The unfamiliar brings with it danger, unrest, and care—our first 
instinct is to do away with these painful conditions. First principle: some 
explanation is better than none. Since at bottom all we want is to Free ourselves 
from oppressive representations, we aren’t exactly strict about the means of 
freeing ourselves from them: the first representation that serves to explain the 
unfamiliar as Familiar is so beneficial that we “take it to be true.” Proof of pleasure 
(“strength”) as criterion of truth. — Thus, the drive to Find causes is conditioned 
and aroused by the feeling of fear. Whenever possible, the “why?” should not so 
much provide the cause for its own sake, but instead provide a type of cause—a 
relaxing, liberating, alleviating cause. The Fact that something already familiar, 
something we have experienced, something inscribed in memory is posited as the 
cause, is the First consequence of this requirement. The new, the unexperienced, 
the alien, is excluded as a cause.—So we not only look for some type of 
explanation as the cause, but we single out and favour a certain type of 
explanation, the type that eliminates the feeling of the alien, new, and 


unexperienced, as Fast and as often as possible—the most customary explanations. 
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—Consequence: one kind of cause-positing becomes more and more prevalent, 
concentrates itself into a system, and finally comes to the Fore as dominant, that is, 
as simply excluding any other causes and explanations.—The banker thinks right 


away about “business,” the Christian about “sin,” the girl about her love... 


..What can be our doctrine alone?—That nobody gives human beings their 
qualities, neither God, nor society, nor their parents and ancestors, nor they 
themselves (the nonsense of this last notion we are rejecting was taught by Kant as 
“intelligible Freedom,” and maybe was already taught by Plato as well). Nobody is 
responsible for being here in the first place, for being constituted in such and such 
a way, for being in these circumstances, in this environment. The Fatality of our 
essence cannot be separated from the fatality of all that was and will be. We are 
not the consequence of a special intention, a will, a goal; we are not being used in 
an attempt to reach an “ideal of humanity,” or an “ideal of happiness,” or an “ideal 
of morality’—it is absurd to want to divert our essence towards some goal. We 


have invented the concept “goal”: in reality, goals are absent. 


One is necessary, one is a piece of destiny, one belongs to the whole, one isin the 
whole.—There is nothing that could rule, measure, compare, judge our being, for 
that would mean ruling, measuring, comparing, and judging the whole... But there 
is nothing outside the whole! — That nobody is made responsible anymore, that no 
way of being may be traced back to a causa prima [first cause], that the world is not 
a unity either as sensorium or as “spirit,” only this is the great liberation—in this way 
only, the innocence of becoming is restored... The concept “God” was up to now the 


greatest objection against existence... We deny God, and in denying God we deny 
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responsibility: only thus do we redeem the world... 


...Morality for psychologists——Don’'t do tabloid psychology! Never observe in order 
to observe! That leads to a false perspective, squinting, stilted, and overdone. 
Experiencing because you want to experience— that doesn’t work. You mustn’t 
look at yourself during an experience; every such look becomes the “evil eye.” A 
born psychologist instinctively avoids seeing in order to see; the same goes for the 
born painter. He never works “from nature”—he trusts his instinct, his camera 
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obscura, to sift through and express the “case,” “nature,” the “experience.”... The 
universal is what First comes into his consciousness, the conclusion, the result: he is 


not familiar with that willful process of abstracting From the individual case.— 


What happens if you do otherwise? For example, if you do tabloid psychology in 
the manner of Parisian romanciers [novelists] great and small? That approach lies in 
wait for reality, so to speak; that approach brings home a handful of curiosities 
every evening... But just look at what comes of this in the end—a pile of scribbles, a 
mosaic at best, in any case something added together, something restless, with 
loud colours. The worst in this genre is what the Goncourts produce: they can’t put 


together three sentences that don’t simply pain the eye, the psychologist’s eye.— 


Nature, in the judgment of an artist, is not a model. It exaggerates, it distorts, it 
leaves gaps. Nature is chance. Studying “from nature” seems like a bad sign to me: 
it betrays submission, weakness, Fatalism—lying in the dust like this in Front of 
petits faits [petty facts] is unworthy of a complete artist. To see what is—that’s 


typical of a different kind of spirit, the anti-artistic, the factual kind. One must 
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know who oneis... 


...Beautiful and ugly.—Nothing is more conditional, or let’s say more constrained, 
than our Feeling of beauty. Anyone who wanted to conceive of it apart from human 
beings’ pleasure in themselves would immediately lose all ground to stand on. The 
“beautiful in itself ” is just words, not even a concept. In the beautiful, humanity 
posits itself as the standard of perfection; in special cases, it worships itself in the 
beautiful. A species simply cannot do anything except say yes to itself alone like 
this. Its most basic instinct, the instinct of self-preservation and self-expansion, still 
shines through in such sublimities. Humanity believes that the world itself is piled 
with beauty—we forget that we are beauty’s cause. We alone have endowed the 


world with beauty—alas, only with a very human, all too-human beauty... 


At bottom, human beings mirror themselves in things; they consider anything 
beautiful if it casts their image back to them: the judgment “beautiful” is the vanity 
of their species... For a little suspicion may whisper into the skeptic’s ear: is the 
world really beautified by the mere Fact that human beings take it to be beautiful? 
They've humanized it: that’s all. But nothing, nothing at all guarantees to us that 
we, Of all things, should serve as the model for the beautiful. Do any of us know 
what we look like in the eyes of a higher judge of taste? Outrageous, maybe? 
Maybe even funny? Maybe a little arbitrary? “Oh divine Dionysus, why are you 
pulling my ears?” Ariadne once asked her philosophical lover in one of those 
famous dialogues on Naxos. “I Find a sort of humour in your ears, Ariadne: why 


aren’t they even longer?” 
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The Anti-Christ (1888) 


This book belongs to the most rare of men. Perhaps not one of them is yet alive. It 
is possible that they may be among those who understand my Zarathustra: how 
could | confound myself with those who are now sprouting ears? — First the day 


after tomorrow must come for me. Some men are born posthumously. 


The conditions under which any one understands me, and necessarily understands 
me — | know them only too well. Even to endure my seriousness, my passion, he 
must carry intellectual integrity to the verge of hardness. He must be accustomed 
to living on mountain tops — and to looking upon the wretched gabble of politics 
and nationalism as beneath him. He must have become indifferent; he must never 
ask of the truth whether it brings profit to him or a Fatality to him.... He must have 
an inclination, born of strength, For questions that no one has the courage for; the 
courage for the forbidden; predestination for the labyrinth. The experience of 
seven solitudes. New ears For new music. New eyes for what is most distant. A new 
conscience for truths that have hitherto remained unheard. And the will to 
economize in the grand manner — to hold together his strength, his 


enthusiasm. . . . Reverence for self; love of self; absolute freedom of self.... 


Very well, then! OF that sort only are my readers, my true readers, my readers 
Foreordained: of what account are the rest? — The rest are merely humanity. — 
One must make one’s self superior to humanity, in power, in loftiness of soul — in 


contempt... 
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..A painful, terrible spectacle is playing itself out in Front of me: | lifted the curtain 
to reveal the corruption of humanity. This word, coming from my mouth, is 
absolved of one suspicion at least: the suspicion that it implies some moral 
indictment of human beings. It is - | want to keep stressing this - moral-free: and 
this to the extent that | see the most corruption precisely where people have made 
the most concerted effort to achieve ‘virtue’, to attain 'godliness' . | understand 
corruption (as | am sure you have guessed by now) in the sense of decadence: my 
claim is that all the values in which humanity has collected its highest desiderata 


are values of decadence. 


| call an animal, a species, an individual corrupt when it loses its instincts, when it 
chooses, when it prefers things that will harm it. A history of the ‘higher Feelings’, 
the ‘ideals of humanity' - and I might have to tell this history - would amount to an 


explanation of why human beings are so corrupt. 


| consider life itself to be an instinct For growth, for endurance, for the 
accumulation of Force, for power: when there is no will to power, there is decline. 
My claim is that none of humanity's highest values have had this will, - that nihilistic 
values, values of decline, have taken control under the aegis of the holiest 


names... 


..IN Christianity, morality and religion are both completely out of touch with 
reality. Completely imaginary causes ('God', ‘soul’, 'I', 'spirit', 'free will’ - or even an 
‘unfree’ one); completely imaginary effects (‘sin', ‘redemption’, ‘grace’, 


‘punishment’, ‘forgiveness of sins'). Contact between imaginary entities ('God', 


58 


‘spirits’, 'souls'); an imaginary natural science (anthropocentric; total absence of 
any concept of natural cause); an imaginary psychology (complete failure to 
understand oneself, interpretations of pleasant or unpleasant general sensations - 
For instance, the states of nervus sympathicus - using the sign language of religious- 
moral idiosyncrasy, - ‘repentance’, 'the pangs of conscience’, ‘temptation by the 
devil’, 'the presence of God'); an imaginary teleology (‘the kingdom of God', 'the 
Last Judgment’, ‘eternal life’). - This entirely fictitious world can be distinguished 
From the world of dreams (to the detriment of the former) in that dreams reflect 
reality while Christianity Falsifies, devalues, and negates reality. Once the concept 
of 'nature' had been invented as a counter to the idea of 'God'’, 'natural’ had to 
mean ‘reprehensible’, - that whole fictitious world is rooted in a hatred of the 
natural (- of reality! -), it is the expression of a profound sense of unease 
concerning reality... But this explains everything. Who are the only people 
motivated to lie their way out of reality? People who suffer from it. But to suffer 
from reality means that you are a piece of reality that has gone wrong... The 
preponderance of feelings of displeasure over Feelings of pleasure is the cause of 
that Fictitious morality and religion: but a preponderance like this provides the 


formula for decadence... 


... Fhe Christian idea of God - God as a god of the sick, God as spider, God as spirit - 
is one of the most corrupt conceptions of God the world has ever seen; this may 
even represent a new low in the declining development of the types of god. God 
having degenerated into a contradiction of life instead of its transfiguration and 
eternal yes! God as declared aversion to life, to nature, to the will to life! God as 


the formula for every slander against 'the here and now’, for every lie about the 
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‘peyond' ! God as the deification of nothingness, the canonization of the will to 


nothingness... 


..The concepts of guilt and punishment are completely missing from the 
psychology of the 'evangel'; so is the concept of reward. 'Sin', any distance 
between God and man: these are abolished, this is what the ‘glad tidings ' are all 
about. Blessedness is not a promise, it has no strings attached: it is the only reality - 


everything else is just a symbol used to speak about it... 


This state projects itself into a new practice, the genuinely evangelical practice. 
Christians are not characterized by their ‘faith’: Christians act, they are 
characterized by a different way of acting. By the Fact that they do not offer any 
resistance, in their words or in their heart, to people who are evil to them. By the 
fact that they do not make any distinction between foreigners and natives, 
between Jews and non-Jews (‘the neighbour' is really the co-religionist, the Jew). 
By the Fact that they do not get angry at anyone or belittle anyone. By the Fact that 
they do not let themselves be seen in or involved with (‘sworn in' to) courts of law. 
By the Fact that they would not get a divorce under any circumstances, even when 
the wife has been proven unfaithful . - All of this is Fundamentally a single 


proposition, all of this is the result of a single instinct - 


The life of the redeemer was nothing other than Chis practice, - even his death was 
nothing else... He no longer needed formulas, rites For interacting with God - or 
even prayer. He had settled his accounts with the whole Jewish doctrine of 


atonement and reconciliation; he knew how the practice of life is the only thing 
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that can make you feel ‘divine’, 'blessed', 'evangelic’, like a 'child of God' at all 
times. ‘Atonement’ and 'praying for forgiveness’ are not the way to God: only the 
evangelical practice leads to God, in Fact it is'God' - What the evangel did away with 
was the Judaism of the concepts of 'sin', 'forgiveness of sin’, ‘faith’, 'redemption 


through Faith’ - the whole Jewish church doctrine was rejected in the ‘glad tidings’ . 


The profound instinct for how we must live to feel as if we are ‘in heaven’, to feel 


as if we are ‘eternal’, given that we do not feel remotely as if we are 'in heaven' 


when we behave in any other way: this, and this alone, is the psychological reality 


of 'redemption’. - A new way of life, not a new faith... 


Ecce Homo (1888) 


..my humanity consists, not in feeling For and with man, but in enduring that | do 


Feel for and with him... My humanity is a continual self-overcoming... 


..It is not doubt, it is certainty which makes mad... 


...| Know of no other way of dealing with great tasks than that of play: this is, as a 


sign of greatness, an essential precondition... 


...Finally: when it comes to the question of whol am speaking to, | cannot put it any 


better than Zarathustra does; who is the only one he wants to tell his riddles to? 


To you, the bold seekers, experimenters, and anyone who has ever embarked with 
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cunning sails on terrible seas, - to you, the riddle-drunk, twilight-glad, whose souls 
are seduced by Flutes to every wild abyss: - because you do not want to fumble For 


a thread with a cowardly hand; and you hate to guess where you can discern... 


The Will to Power (From Nietzsche’s notebooks) 


..As if values were inherent in things and all one had to do was grasp them... 


...Prostration before “Facts” a kind of cult... 


The Epistemological Starting Point 


Profound aversion to reposing once and for all in any one total view of the world. 
Fascination of the opposing point of view: refusal to be deprived of the stimulus of 


the enigmatic... 


..| maintain the phenomenality of the inner world, too: everything of which we 
become conscious is arranged, simplified, schematized, interpreted through and 
through—the actual process of inner “perception,” the causal connection between 
thoughts, feelings, desires, between subject and object, are absolutely hidden 
from us— and are perhaps purely imaginary. The “apparent inner world” is 
governed by just the same forms and procedures as the “outer” world. We never 
encounter “facts”: pleasure and displeasure are subsequent and derivative 
intellectual phenomena— “Causality” eludes us; to suppose a direct causal link 


between thoughts, as logic does— that is the consequence of the crudest and 
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clumsiest observation. Between two thoughts all kinds of affects play their game: 
but their motions are too fast, therefore we Fail to recognize them, we deny them 
— “Thinking,” as epistemologists conceive it, simply does not occur: it is a quite 
arbitrary fiction, arrived at by selecting one element from the process and 
eliminating all the rest, an artificial arrangement for the purpose of intelligibility— 
The “spirit,” something that thinks: where possible even “absolute, pure spirit”— 
this conception is a second derivative of that false introspection which believes in 
“thinking”: first an act is imagined which simply does not occur, “thinking,” and 
secondly a subject-substratum in which every act of thinking, and nothing else, has 


its origin: that is to say, both the deed and the doer are fictions... 


..Against positivism, which halts at phenomena—"“There are only Facts"—I would 
say: No, Facts is precisely what there is not, only interpretations. We cannot 


establish any fact “in itself’: perhaps it is Folly to want to do such a thing. 


“Everything is subjective,” you say; but even this is interpretation. The “subject” is 
not something given, it is something added and invented and projected behind 
what there is.— Finally, is it necessary to posit an interpreter behind the 


interpretation? Even this is invention, hypothesis. 


In so Far as the word “knowledge” has any meaning, the world is knowable; but it is 
interpretable otherwise, it has no meaning behind it, but countless meanings.— 
“Perspectivism.” It is our needs that interpret the world; our drives and their For 
and Against. Every drive is a kind of lust to rule; each one has its perspective that it 


would like to compel all the other drives to accept as anorm... 
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.. ruth is the kind of error without which a certain species of life could not live. 


The value For life is ultimately decisive... 


.. The valuation “| believe that this and that is so” as the essence at “truth.” In 
valuations are expressed conditions of preservation and growth. All our organs of 
knowledge and our senses are developed only with regard to conditions of 
preservation and growth. Trust in reason and its categories, in dialectic, therefore 
the valuation of logic, proves only their usefulness for life, proved by experience— 


not that something js true. 


That a great deal of belief must be present; that judgments may be ventured; that 
doubt concerning all essential values is lacking—that is the precondition of every 
living thing and its life. Therefore, what is needed is that something must be held 


to be true— not that something js true. 


“The real and the apparent world”— | have traced this antithesis back to value 
relations. We have projected the conditions of our preservation as predicates of 
being in general. Because we have to be stable in our beliefs if we are to prosper, 
we have made the “real” world a world not of change and becoming, but one of 


being... 


..We are unable to affirm and to deny one and the same thing: this is a subjective 


empirical law, not the expression of any “necessity” but only of an inability. 
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IF, according to Aristotle, the law of contradiction is the most certain of all 
principles, if it is the ultimate and most basic, upon which every demonstrative 
proof rests, if the principle of every axiom lies in it; then one should consider all 
the more rigorously what presuppositions already lie at the bottom of it. Either it 
asserts something about actuality, about being, as if one already knew this from 
another source; that is, as if opposite attributes could not be ascribed to it. Or the 
proposition means: opposite attributes should not be ascribed to it. In that case, 
logic would be an imperative, not to know the true, but to posit and arrange a 


world that shall be called true by us. 


In short, the question remains open: are the axioms of logic adequate to reality or 
are they a means and measure for us to create reality, the concept “reality,” For 
ourselves?— To affirm the former one would, as already said, have to have a 
previous knowledge of being— which is certainly not the case. The proposition 
therefore contains no criterion of truth, but an imperative concerning that which 


should count as true. 


Supposing there were no self-identical "A”, such as is presupposed by every 
proposition of logic (and of mathematics), and the "A” were already mere 
appearance, then logic would have a merely apparent world as its condition. In 
fact, we believe in this proposition under the influence of ceaseless experience 
which seems continually to confirm it. The “thing’— that is the real substratum of 
"A", our belief in things is the precondition of our belief in logic. The "A” of logic is, 
like the atom, a reconstruction of the thing— IF we do not grasp this, but make of 


logic a criterion of true being, we are on the way to positing as realities all those 
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hypostases: substance, attribute, object, subject, action, etc.; that is, to conceiving 
a metaphysical world, that is, a “real world” (—this, however, is the apparent world 


once more— ). 


The very first acts of thought, affirmation and denial, holding true and holding not 
true, are, in as much as they presuppose, not only the habit of holdings things true 
and holding them not true, but a right to do this, already dominated by the belief 
that we can gain possession of knowledge, that judgments really can hit upon the 
truth;—in short, logic does not doubt its ability to assert something about the 


true-in-itself (namely, that it cannot have opposite attributes). 


Here reigns the coarse sensualistic prejudice that sensations teach us truths about 
things— that | cannot say at the same time of one and the same thing that it is 
hard and that it is soft. (The instinctive proof “Il cannot have two opposite 


sensations at the same time”—-quite coarse and False.) 


The conceptual ban on contradiction proceeds From the belief that we are able to 
form concepts, that the concept not only designates the essence of a thing but 
comprehends it— In fact, logic (like geometry and arithmetic) applies only to 
Fictitious entities that we have created. Logic is the attempt to comprehend the 
actual world by means of a scheme of being posited by ourselves; more correctly, 


to make it formulatable and calculable for us—... 


..On “logical semblance”"— The concepts “individual” and “species” equally False 


and merely apparent. “Species” expresses only the fact that an abundance of 
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similar creatures appear at the same time and that the tempo of their Further 
growth and change is for a long time slowed down, so actual small continuations 
and increases are not very much noticed (— a phase of evolution in which the 
evolution is not visible, so an equilibrium seems to have been attained, making 
possible the False notion that a goal has been attained—and that evolution has a 


goal— ). 


The form counts as something enduring and therefore more valuable; but the form 
has merely been invented by us; and however often “the same form is attained,” it 
does not mean that it is the same form—what appears is always something new, 
and it is only we, who are always comparing, who include the new, to the extent 
that it is similar to the old, in the unity of the “Form,” As if a type should be attained 


and, as it were, was intended by and inherent in the process of formation. 


Form, species, law, idea, purpose—in all these cases the same error is made of 
giving a false reality to a Fiction, as if events were in some way obedient to 
something—an artificial distinction is made in respect of events between that 
which acts and that toward which the act is directed (but this “which” and this 
“toward” are only posited in obedience to our metaphysical-logical dogmatism: 


they are not “facts” ). 


One should not understand this compulsion to construct concepts, species, forms, 
purposes, laws (“a world of identical cases”) as if they enabled us to Fix the real 
world; but as a compulsion to arrange a world for ourselves in which our existence 


is made possible:—we thereby create a world which is calculable, simplified, 
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comprehensible, etc., for us. 


This same compulsion exists in the sense activities that support reason—by 
simplification, coarsening, emphasizing, and elaborating, upon which all 
“recognition,” all ability to make oneself intelligible rests. Our needs have made 
our senses so precise that the “same apparent world” always reappears and has 


thus acquired the semblance of reality. 


Our subjective compulsion to believe in logic only reveals that, long before logic 
itself entered our consciousness, we did nothing but introduce its postulates into 
events: now we discover them in events—we can no longer do otherwise— and 
imagine that this compulsion guarantees something connected with “truth.” It is 
we who created the “thing,” the “identical thing,” subject, attribute, activity, 
object, substance, form, after we had long pursued the process of making 
identical, coarse and simple. The world seems logical to us because we have made 


it logical... 


... Ultimate solution.— We believe in reason: this, however, is the philosophy of gray 


concepts. Language depends on the most naive prejudices. 


Now we read disharmonies and problems into things because we think only in the 


form of language— and thus believe in the “eternal truth” of “reason” (e.g., 


subject, attribute, etc.) 
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We cease to think when we refuse to do so under the constraint of language; we 


barely reach the doubt that sees this limitation as a_ limitation. 


Rational thought is interpretation according to a scheme that we cannot throw off... 


..Parmenides said, “one cannot think of what is not”’;—we are at the other 


extreme, and say “what can be thought of must certainly be a Fiction.”... 


..Against the scientific prejudice-— The biggest fable of all is the fable of 
knowledge. One would like to know what things-in-themselves are; but behold, 
there are no things-in-themselves! But even supposing there were an in-itself, an 
unconditioned thing, it would for that very reason be unknowable! Something 
unconditioned cannot be known; otherwise it would not be unconditioned! Coming 
to know, however, is always “placing oneself in a conditional relation to 
something”;------one who seeks to know the unconditioned desires that it should 
not concern him, and that this same something should be of no concern to anyone. 
This involves a contradiction, first, between wanting to know and the desire that it 
not concern us (but why know at all, then?) and, secondly, because something that 


is of no concern to anyone js not at all, and thus cannot be known at all.— 


Coming to know means “to place oneself in a conditional relation to something”; to 
Feel oneself conditioned by something and oneself to condition it—it is therefore 
under all circumstances establishing, denoting, and making-conscious of conditions 


(not Forthcoming, entities, things, what is “in-itselF’ )... 
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... The aberration of philosophy is that, instead of seeing in logic and the categories 
of reason means toward the adjustment of the world For utilitarian ends (basically, 
toward an expedient falsification), one believed one possessed in them the 
criterion of truth and reality. The “criterion of truth” was in Fact merely the 
biological utility of such a system of systematic Falsification; and since a species of 
animals knows of nothing more important than its own preservation, one might 
indeed be permitted to speak here of “truth.” The naivete was to take an 
anthropocentric idiosyncrasy as the measure of things, as the rule for determining 
“real” and “unreal” : in short, lo make absolute something conditioned. And behold, 
suddenly the world fell apart into a “true” world and an “apparent” world: and 
precisely the world that man’s reason had devised for him to live and settle in was 
discredited. Instead of employing the forms as a tool for making the world 
manageable and calculable, the madness of philosophers divined that in these 
categories is presented the concept of that world to which the one in which man 
lives does not correspond— The means were misunderstood as measures of value, 


even as a condemnation of their real intention— 


The intention was to deceive oneself in a useful way; the means, the invention of 
Formulas and signs by means of which one could reduce the confusing multiplicity 


to a purposive and manageable schema. 


But alas! now a moral category was brought into play: no creature wants to deceive 


itself, no creature may deceive— consequently there is only a will to truth. What is 


“truth”? 
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The law of contradiction provided the schema: the true world, to which one seeks 
the way, cannot contradict itself, cannot change, cannot become, has no beginning 


and no end. 


This is the greatest error that has ever been committed, the essential Fatality of 
error on earth: one believed one possessed a criterion of reality in the forms of 
reason—while in Fact one possessed them in order to become master of reality, in 


order to misunderstand reality in a shrewd manner— 


And behold: now the world became false, and precisely on account of the 
properties that constitute its reality: change, becoming, multiplicity, opposition, 


contradiction, war. And then the entire fatality was there: 


1. How can one get free from the false, merely apparent world? (— it was the real, 
the only one); 

2. How can one become oneself as much as possible the antithesis of the character 
of the apparent world? (Concept of the perfect creature as an antithesis to the real 


creature; more clearly, as the contradiction of life—) 


The whole tendency of values was toward slander of life; one created a confusion 


of idealist dogmatism and knowledge in general: so that the opposing party also 


was always attacking science. 


The road to science was in this way doubly blocked: once by belief in the “true” 


world, and again by the opponents of this belief. Natural science, psychology was 
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(1) condemned with regard to its objects, (2) deprived of its innocence— 


In the actual world, in which everything is bound to and conditioned by everything 
else, to condemn and think away anything means to condemn and think away 
everything. The expression “that should not be,” “that should not have been,” is 
Farcical— IF one thinks out the consequences, one would ruin the source of life if 
one wanted to abolish whatever was in some respect harmful or destructive. 


Physiology teaches us better! — 


We see how morality (a) poisons the entire conception of the world, (b) cuts off 
the road to knowledge, to science, (c) disintegrates and undermines all actual 


instincts (in that it teaches that their roots are immoral). 


We see at work before us a dreadful tool of decadence that props itself up by the 


holiest names and attitudes... 


...No limit to the ways in which the world can be interpreted; every interpretation a 


symptom of growth or of decline. 


Inertia needs unity (monism); plurality of interpretations a sign of strength. Not to 


desire to deprive the world of its disturbing and enigmatic character'... 


... Interpretation,” the introduction of meaning—not “explanation” (in most cases 


a new interpretation over an_ old _ interpretation that has become 


incomprehensible, that is now itself only a sign). There are no Facts, everything is in 
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flux, incomprehensible, elusive; what is relatively most enduring is— our 


opinions... 


..That the value of the world lies in our interpretation (— that other 
interpretations than merely human ones are perhaps somewhere possible—); that 
previous interpretations have been perspective valuations by virtue of which we 
can survive in life, i.e., in the will to power, for the growth of power; that every 
elevation of man brings with it the overcoming of narrower interpretations; that 
every strengthening and increase of power opens up new perspectives and means 
believing in new horizons— this idea permeates my writings. The world with which 
we are concerned is false, i.e., is not a fact but a fable and approximation on the 
basis of a meager sum of observations; it is “in Flux,” as something in a state of 
becoming, as a falsehood always changing but never getting near the truth: Ffor— 


there is no “truth.”... 


..Against the physical atom.— To comprehend the world, we have to be able to 
calculate it; to be able to calculate it, we have to have constant causes; because we 
find no such constant causes in actuality, we invent them for ourselves— the 
atoms. This is the origin of atomism. The calculability of the world, the 
expressibility of all events in Formulas— is this really ‘comprehension’? How much 
of a piece of music has been understood when that in it which is calculable and can 
be reduced to formulas has been reckoned up?— And “constant causes,” things, 


substances, something “unconditioned”; invented—what has one achieved?... 
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..It is an illusion that something is known when we possess a mathematical formula 


For an event: it is only designated, described; nothing more!... 


.. The artistic view of the world: to sit down to contemplate life. But any analysis of 
the aesthetic outlook is lacking: its reduction to cruelty, a feeling of security, 
playing the judge and standing outside, etc. One must examine the artist himself, 
and his psychology (critique of the drive to play as a release of force, a pleasure in 
change, in impressing one’s soul on something Foreign, the absolute egoism of the 


artist, etc.) What drives he sublimates. 


The scientific view of the world: critique of the psychological need for science. The 
desire to make comprehensible; the desire to make practical, useful, exploitable— 
to what extent anti-aesthetic. Only value, what can be counted and calculated. 
How an average type of man seeks to gain the upper hand in this way. Dreadful 
when history is appropriated in this way—the realm of the superior, of those who 


judge. What drives they sublimate! 


The religious view of the world: critique of the religious man. He is not necessarily 
the moral man, but the man of powerful exaltations and deep depressions who 
interprets the former with gratitude or suspicion and does not derive them from 
himself (— not the latter either). Essentially the man who Feels himself “unfree,” 


who sublimates his moods, his instincts of subjection. 


The moral view of the world: The feelings of a social order of rank are projected 


into the universe: irremovability, law, classification and coordination, because they 
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are valued the highest, are also sought in the highest places—above the universe 


or behind the universe. 


What is common to all: the ruling drives want to be viewed also as the highest 
courts of value in general, indeed as creative and ruling powers. It is clear that 
these drives either oppose or subject each other (join together synthetically or 
alternate in dominating). Their profound antagonism is so great, however, that 


where they all seek satisfaction, a man of profound mediocrity must result. 


C. JOHN CAGE AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: NATURE IN HER MANNER OF 


OPERATION 


1. John Cage was an American experimental musician of some note from the late 
1930s until his death in 1992. It is not to exaggerate to state that Cage, along with 
others, changed what is regarded as music as we know it today. Besides making 
music, he was also a writer of some note on matters musical but also entangling 
these artistic matters in others more philosophical and cultural. This agenda began 
right from Cage's First book, Silence. This book was published in 1959 when no one 
had yet built a viable commercial synthesizer and magnetic tape was the cutting 
edge musical tool of the day. Cage, we may say, was at that time creating the 
Future. But he wasn't yet in it and we can look back on specifics that he helped to 
bring about but could not describe in detail as we can today. One paradigmatic 


section of Silence, relevant here, is a short essay entitled “Experimental Music”. 
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So what is so great about this section of the book? What is so great, if itis to be put 
like this, is that Cage is not afraid to get embroiled in the big questions about 
music that many either assume in their ignorance or ignore in their stupidity. Cage 
is not afraid to take a stance on what music is and should be seen as. This is an 
important question and all the more so in the 60 years since he wrote in which any 
number of electronic musical genres have been invented (and, in some cases, 
passed away again). A definition of what music even is is important and for at least 
two reasons. It informs what it is you think you are doing if you make music and it 


gives hints as to how you should do it. 


Most musicians and musical writers, even today, are primarily concerned with pitch. 
When picking up their instrument or sitting in Front of it they primarily intend to 
affect pitches and weave them into a pleasing union. Indeed, many traditional 
instruments were made specifically as devices to produce and affect pitches as 
their primary Function. Melody and harmony are the endgame. For such people so 
fixed can their ideology be, and so unthinking can their appreciation of music be, 
that it never occurs to them to think that music might be anything else. Music is 
melody and harmony as a statute. IF something is not melodious or not harmonious 
then it is not music. It does not take a genius to realize that this definition 
completely destroys the claims of some forms of music to then be music at all. 
Specifically, these are electronic ones, ones that were coming to birth as Cage 
wrote (often with his help and participation). Fortunately, there are others who 
see things a different way and Cage was one of these. Cage came to regard such 
music as happily "experimental", including his own, a judgment many wouldn't 


quibble at today but which, in his day, was controversial. 
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The crucial factor in this, Cage Finds, having realized that as long as he is alive there 
will always be some sound even if it is only the Flowing of his blood or the high 
pitched whine of his nervous system, is to turn away from the idea that music is 
something deliberately done to the idea of music as sounds that are not intended. 
There will always be these sounds of course and for the musically conventional 
they would regard their task as to eliminate them as much as possible. But not 
Cage. Cage sees this Fact and these sounds as his orchestra. Cage Freely admits 
that many will see such a turn as giving everything away. IF music is not a musician 
deliberately creating with authorial purpose then it is nothing for many people. 
But Cage retorts. Cage sees human beings as at one with all the sounds around 
them. In this context there can be no concept of music as some artificial, deliberate 
creation. Music is any sounds occurring "in any combination and in any continuity”. 
As | would put this, "Music is any combination of sounds and silence". | summarize 
Cage's thought here as "Give up music as a collection of deliberately made and 


organized sounds. Realize that any combination of sounds is music." 


It is this "any combination of sounds" idea that seems to scare many people 
though. And some people do seem bound to their idea of music as something 
deliberate, an authorial intent, a matter of canonized forms, sanctified approaches 
and authorized customs. Cage was right to say, even in the 1950's, that some 
people regard, for example, the use of noise or a random approach to a collection 
of sounds, as "not music at all". The years between his writing and our present day 
may have removed some of that anxiety as electronics gave birth to industrial 
music, ambient music and an appreciation for abstract forms or, alternatively, 


rhythms which endlessly replicate themselves and morph, seemingly Forever. But 
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this is not entirely so. There are still those who regard things without a tune as not 
music. For Cage, | think, this would be to focus on the lesser thing (that you can 
Form pitches into melodies) to the exclusion of a much greater thing (that tones 


and timbres are all around us in any number of naturally occurring combinations). 


For a number of years | have been an enthusiastic Fan of the analogue synthesizer 
enthusiast and educationalist, Marc Doty. Doty, known as Automatic Gainsay in the 
online world and a man who formerly worked as part of the Bob Moog Foundation 
to prosper the legacy of the great synthesizer inventor, Dr Robert Moog, before 
moving to work with instruments made by Moog's former rival, Don Buchla, has For 
a number of years produced demonstration videos for numerous vintage analogue 
synths on his You Tube channel. | freely admit that | have spent hours watching, 
and re-watching, many of his videos which | find to be both educational regarding 
the synthesizers he is demonstrating and in relation to synthesis itself. In my way, | 
have also found many of the videos musically significant as well For | have found 
music in the tones and timbres that these usually vintage synthesizers have 
produced. Indeed, | have Found no difference musically between the theme songs 
Marc has written for his videos and his pawing at the keyboard during the 
demonstrations. Why is this? Its because, influenced by Cage, | am not seeing 
"music" as the production of deliberately intended tunes. | am not seeing "music" 
as a matter of deliberation or intention at all. Music is sounds in juxtaposition with 


one another. And nothing more is needed. 


OF course, it takes a psychological shift to come to this position and Cage sees this. 


But Cage does not see it as a giving up of anything. He sees it as a gaining of so 
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much more. "One may Fly if one is willing to give up walking" is how he puts it. And 
this is very much how | see it. Recently, not least From watching Doty's videos, | 
have become somewhat disturbed and a little claustrophobic, musically speaking. 
I've wanted to shout at Marc as he was demonstrating "Stop flinging all these 
pitches at me!" | look at the synthesizers Marc is demonstrating and there they are 
in all their fixity with a keyboard attached as the user interface. A keyboard, of 
course, is an interface primarily designed to affect pitch and in some, but not all, 
keyboards pitch is all it does affect. How limiting, how narrow, how blind. In 
contrast, Cage talks about "sound space" and the technical possibilities of the use 
of magnetic tape which, in his 1950's context, was cutting edge. He speaks of being 
able "to transform our contemporary awareness of nature's manner of operation 
into art". Now, reading that, can you say that this task is even primarily a matter of 


pitch? Surely not. 


| see this very much as Cage sees it in the end. Cage talks about a choice between 
wanting to "control sound" and, on the other hand, giving up the desire to control 
sound, clearing your mind of "music" and setting about discovering means to let 
sounds be themselves "rather than vehicles for man-made theories or expressions 
of human sentiments". | see pitch-based music, music that wants to be a tune, as 
very much music in the "| am a human who wants to control things" mould. And 
that kind of music disturbs me. Its not even a question of if such music is "good" or 
"bad", subjective judgments that are largely meaningless in the end anyway. To me 
that approach says something negative about human beings themselves and their 
motives in wanting to act that way. It seems blind to many of the insights Cage 


raises, not least that we are part of a greater whole and that fitting into this whole, 
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letting things be what they will and being at peace with it, is a greater good than 
the ability to say "this and this will be so". "Pitch music", as | have started calling it, 
is narrow music and narrow not just musically but also in terms of what it means to 
be a human being expressing yourself that way. Cage, of course, did not see music 
as necessarily about expression and even less so as about meaning. For him sound 


just was and it was the human task to let it be what it will, to enjoy the 


intermingling of any and every sound together. 


2. The former scientist and self-appointed culture arbiter, Richard Dawkins, in mid 
2015 on his Twitter account, remarked regarding the musical piece 4'33" by John 
Cage that it was, and | quote, "pretentious". Quite what Dawkins, a man who used 
to abide by the rules of science until he found that popularity required less 
concern with things like evidence and prudence, meant in detail by this brief 
comment we will never know. He was merely dismissive and felt that this was 
enough to inform his acolytes of the correct disposition to have towards it. From 
the context of the tweet it seemed as if he was not too familiar with the piece 
either, as if he had only just been made aware of it before commenting. It seems 
that such off the cuff remarking now stands in place of considered comment and 


argument in the minds of scientists turned experts on all things. 


For those who have more familiarity with the study of music, however, it is to be 
hoped that the piece 4'33" by John Cage is rather more well known, by reputation 
if not through an experience of it being performed. It is the prime example, in the 
work of Cage or of anybody else For that matter, of non-intentional music. Non- 


intentional music is somewhat of a hot potato amongst musical types and, | think, 
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not always well understood. Many musicians seem to instinctively take against it 
for reasons they cannot find the words to express. This, in turn, leads to a sense of 
irrationalism on their part or, worse, the suggestion that their beliefs might simply 
be based in a conventionality that cannot be expressed nor that dare speak its 
name. In what follows | hope to use Cage and his paradigmatic composition as 
lenses to Focus on non-intentionality in music and to bring Forward some pertinent 


thoughts about it. 


Philosophical Background 


Conventional understandings of music (in the West) may be summarized in the 
Following way: music is thought of as communicative, self-expressive and 
intentional. This, perhaps controversially, can be boiled down to a view of music as 
some kind of intended information or, essentially, knowledge. In contrast, the 
Cagian Turn that will be described in this essay is towards unintentional sound, 
interpenetration, chance and indeterminacy in music. This, as can be seen, is 
nothing to do with communication or expression and is expressly anti-intentional. 
IF we see the conventional form of music as a way of communicating knowledge of 
some kind then Cage's conception of music may even be seen as swapping 
knowledge for wisdom of some kind instead. It is a way to approach sound 


aesthetically rather than the reproduction of a customary epistemology. 


Cage himself was influenced by Eastern spiritual thinking early in his musical career 


in the 1940s. Under the Indian teaching he came to find important, at first through 


the teaching of Japanese Zen Buddhist, D.T. Suzuki, he Found that music was 
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regarded as something to calm the mind rather than as merely entertainment or as 
the communicative, expressive, intentional thing | mentioned above. In this view 
music takes on a more therapeutic guise. But more than this, in the tradition he 
learned of, music was to calm the mind in order to open it up to "divine influences". 
This need not be thought of religiously even if he received the idea in a spiritual 
context. Cage himself resolved that these influences were all the sounds of our 
environment, the sounds of nature, and nothing more "divine" than that. These 
influences can then be read as opening a person up to a loss of control, intention 
and determination since they are necessarily things co-existing with us in their own 
ways but not controlled by us. But we are getting slightly ahead of ourselves now 
and there seems to be a wider philosophical context that we can bring to bear 


here. 


The Western mind, in recent centuries, might be taken as Descartes’ image of the 
Cogito (from ‘Cogito ergo sum’, | think therefore | am). "I", the thinking subject, is 
in this viewpoint taken as the centre of the universe and me understanding myself 
and the things around me is regarded as enlightenment. I, and those like me, use 
this knowledge to control and manipulate the world around us. Music, our subject 
at this point in time, understood in this way of thinking cannot be anything other 


than an expression of this "I" and communication from and about it. It also stands 
to reason that this must be intentional since the Cogito is seen as the locus of 
rationality in a universe made rational by our ability, so it is claimed, to think, 


reason and see things clearly. So a music existing under this rubric must be 


rational, intentional and deliberative just as this worldview claims itself to be. 
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This was not the thought world from which Cage's new appreciation of music in the 
mid 1940s sprang. In Eastern philosophy, as we saw in the first section of this essay 
with Buddhism’s sister spirituality, Taoism, things are not thought to be in need of 
manipulation by autonomous subjectivities. Instead, all things exist in a relational 
harmony and the goal is balance. Hence the requirement for calmness and the 
letting go of control | mentioned previously. Music in this context becomes 
something different too, as we might expect, but it requires a philosophical and 
attitudinal change to appreciate this. Within this view personal likes and dislikes, 
which come from the ego, must be cast aside for they are literally the definition of 
a narrow mind. Instead, one must learn to see and hear things as just things. Based 
on the necessary philosophical change from West to East, the rational self of 
Western conception must be de-emphasized in terms of ego. What | like or dislike 
becomes unimportant and is replaced by a simple interest in things. As Cage 
phrases this For musical relevance: "Sounds should be honored rather than 
enslaved". This makes music primarily not entertainment or communication but 
discovery, an opening of self to possibility. Music, sound, is thus opportunity, not 


least For change. 


Put crudely, then, we can contrast a Western controlling, manipulating vision 
based on information with an Eastern one of co-existing in harmony with all 


around. Apply this to music and divergent paths become apparent. 


IF you want a practical example of how this differing vision works in musical 


practice we need look no Further than John Cage's regular work with the dancer 


and choreographer (and, incidentally, his partner since Cage was gay), Merce 
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Cunningham. Cage wrote much music to go alongside dances arranged by 
Cunningham during his career but NOT as a musical accompaniment. Both said that 
they wrote work, whether dances or music, that was not written For the other but 
that just took place side by side at the same time. Cage did not write music to 
interpret the dancing and Cunningham did not compose dances to fit any of Cage's 
music. They just symbiotically existed in the same place, at the same time. This, it 
can be seen, imitates a view of the world in which lots of things just happen to co- 
exist simultaneously, each with their own causes and with any relation between 
them open to whatever interpretation can be given to it. A natural harmony of 


multiple things just being as they are then takes place. 


Cage expresses this kind of thing as his ideal when he states that his wish is that 
art, and his music, "imitate nature in her manner of operation". That is, he wants his 
music to work as nature does, to be naturalistic rather than conventional. To 
understand this in musical terms we need to ponder for a while just how nature 
does work. Under modern scientific thinking this is not as a deterministic, 
mechanical universe but more chaotically and indeterminately such as that 
universe envisaged by the theories of quantum mechanics which are probabilistic 
in nature and question ideas of causality and determinism. For example, the so- 
called Uncertainty Principle questions the position, trajectory and momentum of 
things. The relevance of these ongoing scientific investigations to our 
understanding of music here seems to become more relevant the more our 
scientists explore, especially as Fixity is questioned and chance or chaos come more 


to the fore. 
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But what follows From these philosophical ruminations? On the thinking that Cage 
takes up it stands to reason that here an art/life or music/life distinction vanishes. 
This is simply unnecessary if one now sees sounds not as communications or 
intentions but as simply things that exist in their own right. Sounds are just sounds 
and are a co-existing part of life. Thus, Cage expressed the desire that we just let 
sounds be themselves. So music need not be intentional sounds or sounds made 
with devices crafted with the intention of making music on them. So-called 
"noises" can be music or musically useful too. For if, taking this philosophy Forward, 
"music is continuous" (since all sound is now music) then there can be no 
differentiation of sounds with some designated "musical" and others not. All are 
just components of a universal music of sound. Under a Cagian aesthetic the idea 
"musical sounds", as a distinction from other kinds of sounds, is annulled as 
nonsense. Life itself, the environment, is music. 4'33", to which | now turn, thus 
becomes the outworking of a theory of music as a theory of something much 
bigger than that and not simply a curiosity or a weird joke as many have often 


taken it to be. 


4'33" 


Upon its initial performance by the pianist David Tudor in 1952, John Cage's piece 
4'33" (often reported, incorrectly, as a “silent piece”) was reported to have 
"infuriated and dismayed" the audience. Cage has it that someone even suggested 
they run him out of town. There was, so it is said, "uproar". We need to remember, 
in this case, that this first performance was given at an avantgarde concert 


attended by cutting edge artists of the time. So it is not as if the audience were the 
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most conservative of folks. But why was there uproar as Tudor performed Cage's 
instructions to the letter, going through the three movements, one of 30 seconds, 
another of 2'23" and a third of 1'40" (making 4'33")? Some observations of mine: 
- They expected something but got, as they thought, nothing. (This is actually not 
true. The piece had been meticulously composed by Cage, as he said, "note by 


note" using timings and measurements. It was not easily or simply conceived.) 


- They expected what | described above as the musical conventions. They regarded 


music as intention but saw and heard none. 


- They expected to understand the musical proceedings but didn't and so 


confusion was created. 


- They were, as Cage would later say, "blinded by themselves". 


- They expected intentional sound but, instead, got unintended sounds, the 
ambient noise of their surroundings. Thus, they were literally (and conceptually, 


ideologically) unable to hear the music. 


At this point we need, once again, to be reminded of Cage's conception of music. 
This was that there is no difference between any sounds in terms of musical 
usefulness but also, in another discovery he made, between sounds and silence. 
This latter discovery was informed by entering an anechoic chamber meant to 
silence all sound. Whilst he was in it he realized he could still hear both the high- 


pitched noise of his nervous system and the lower pitched sound of his blood Flow. 
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But he also realized that the "silence" (which wasn't silent) had enabled these new 
sounds to be heard. The silence, in fact, he realized was a giving up of intention For 
in the silence there was still sound. Nothing yielded Something. The silence was a 
turning from noises made to noises that were just there, from intentional to non- 
intentional sound. Silence, thus, in his conception, was literally a change of mind, a 
new way to hear, a new way to conceive of things. | need to emphasize here that 
Cage equates music with sound. He says for example that "Music is continuous. It is 
only we who turn away." This is a recognition both of his discovery that nowhere is 
silent but also of how this same silence can open our ears to non-intentionality and 


the play of sounds as nature's music. 


There is somewhere else that mentions a similar thought. In his Famous book The 
Art of Noises from 1916 Luigi Russolo writes about health promoting "poeticized 
silences" made up of an "infinity of noises, and that these noises have their own 
timbres, their own rhythms, and a scale that is very delicately enharmonic in its 
pitches". He calls them "the smile of certain countrysides" for he is talking about 
the country and the natural world. This phraseology itself suggests just such a 
natural, non-intentional music as Cage refers to, something which in today's 


language we might refer to as "ambient noise”. 


John Cage himself thought that 4'33" was the music of the listener "rather than 
the composer's". In 4'33" the composer opens a metaphorical (and sometimes 
possibly an actual) door to new possibilities. He offers an opportunity to change 
your mind, to live in harmony with all the sounds around you, to hear differently. 


Cage contrasted this himself with record collections which, in his view, might be 
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thought of as "the end of music". IF you are following the line of thinking here you 


may be able to ascertain why. 


Method 


Some words about Cage's methodology may be in order here for context. Cage 
could not hear his music in his head. He did not Follow a composerly method of 
hearing ideas and then trying to recreate them in sound nor did he even work 
experimentally with sounds until something clicked and he somehow Fettled a 
piece from his sound sources. What's more, he signed off from traditional musical 
learning such as Solfege (which trains pitches), something he didn't want to learn 
as he saw it as a limitation on the possibilities of sound if they were reduced to 
training in tones. What you learn becomes the limits of your world. Meanwhile, in 
the mid 1930s, Arnold Schoenberg, the composer and music theorist, had been 
Cage's teacher for a year and told him that he had no sense for harmony and that 
this would eventually limit Cage like hitting a brick wall. Cage determined to bang 


his head against the wall forever if that became the case. 


Cage's method was to compose pieces of music in order to hear what his music 
would sound like. He never heard this until or unless it was performed somewhere 
and, given the nature of his pieces, this would often be different on each occasion 
it was performed. So Cage wasn't composing with sounds as per the usual 
procedure. He wasn't constructing a building he had the plans for. He was 
constructing the conditions of intellectually conceived ideas in which sounds and 


combinations of sounds might take place. Sensory experience was a result of his 
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intellectual, composerly activity. He did not know what the result of his ideas 
would be in anything except a general sense or in the sense that anyone can 
imagine how something might turn out. He didn't know what 4'33" would sound 
like on that day in 1952 when it was first performed. But he did compose and 
structure the conditions of its performance. The natural leeway built into many of 
Cage's works, both in terms of the instructions given for their performance and the 
equipment used (prepared pianos might not make consistent sounds, radios could 
splutter forth anything), only exacerbated the lack of foreknowledge he could 
have about how his compositions would sound. Cage's music was not about 
creating a physical copy of something in his head. It was something he arranged For 
without knowing what it would be, just as, in the specifics, nature is not known 


exactly in advance. 


But this leads us to a question: IF | construct an intellectual musical experiment, 
like Cage, to enable the hearing of sounds, am | then responsible for any and every 
sound that takes place within that experimental space that | conceived and 


designed in an intentional sense? 


The answer, | think, has to be no. | think Cage would say no too since his 
compositions were expressly intended to explore and engage non-intentional 
sound. But if | am not responsible for every sound made in an intentional sense 
then we must accept that non-intentional sounds can play musical roles, at least, as 
a minimum, in such spaces. But once this door is opened it cannot be shut again For 
there is no reason to say that non-intentional sounds cannot be perceived or 


conceived as musical if a context is regarded as musical. So it is important to see 
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that, even if one does not go as far as Cage in a philosophical sense, one has 
already admitted that non-intentional sounds have musical uses and can be 
musically perceived and conceived. We must admit that something like the self- 
generating modular synthesizer patch so common today can be musical even if the 
musician who arranged for it to take place is not personally making each sound 
happen. At a minimum, distance has been introduced between a composer and the 


composed in all its detail. 


Intention 


In speaking at a later point about 4'33" Cage mused that "...what they thought was 
silence... was Full of accidental sounds". He described his musical purpose at one 
point as "I have Felt and hoped to have led other people to feel that sounds of 
their environment constitute music which is more interesting than the music which 
they would hear if they went to a concert hall". The major intention of Cage was to 
introduce indeterminacy to music. This was far more radical a thing than chance 
operations in a piece's composition (Cage regularly used the Chinese / Ching or 
Book of Changes divination text to choose what would happen in his pieces at 
random and so remove the intentional element of a composition) For the latter 
could leave a piece of music still very deterministic. Chance operations only 
distance the composer from their likes, dislikes, thoughts and memories as 
composing is taking place. But it is indeterminacy of outcome or performance that 
changes the game, not knowing what you will hear. Indeterminacy is somewhere 
defined as an inability to Foresee the greater part of the result of a composition or 


performance which is made up of non-intentional sounds. That silence played so 
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great a part in John Cage's composing was therefore deliberate because, as 


already discussed, silence was equivalent to the hearing of non-intentional sounds. 


This raises questions. Say one composes a piece using chance operations and that 
piece results in indeterminacy: in what sense can the music be said to be 
intentional? Surely one must, as a minimum, admit to levels or shades of 
intentional influence or even intent itself. One might want to speak of deferred 
intent. What is clear is that strategies can indeed be devised which threaten the 
intentional link some always seem to want to make. Improvisation is not one such 
strategy though for, by Cage's standards, it does not involve either chance or 
indeterminacy since an improvised performance involves performers constantly 
making educated, knowing choices, even if these are spontaneous. So it is not 
enough to improvise. One must take steps to design all the effects of personal 
likes and dislikes, memories and tastes out. This is just one reason why Cage's own 
pieces were so deliberatively designed for only by being so could he create the 


situation he hoped to produce. 


There have been numerous performances of Cage's 4'33" and many have not been 
in accordance with Cage's clear aesthetic intentions in composing the piece. These 
were to encourage a change of mind from one way of hearing to another, to 
encourage the indeterminacy of non-intentional sounds, to focus attention. But in 
performances of the piece which have become pieces of theater or mimes or in 
which something distracting is done during the time period of the piece's 
performance this aesthetic intention is impugned. "Aha!" you may say. "So Cage did 


have intentions!" Well, indeed, yes he did. But these intentions did not extend 
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towards the creation of intentional sounds so much as the creation of 
experimental (read: indeterminate) compositions. We must defer to this reality 
rather than steadfastly insisting that any intention at any stage of the composition 
or designing of a piece of music makes everything within the composition's space 
itself intentional. "Non-intentionality" in musical terms need not mean "to have no 
intentions whatsoever in any sense". This would be a reductio ad absurdum 


rendering such music composition impossible. 


Cage quite clearly did have intentions - at the compositional level - since the 
purpose of his music was to have the purpose of mimicking nature in its manner of 
operation. He Firmly believed that although 4'33" was written for any instrument, 
or combination of them, it did have a Formal structure (which he had determined) 
and so was something which could potentially be violated. Regarding unfaithful 
performances of his pieces he said "I don't believe that a bad, thoughtless, 
undevoted performance of one of my works js a performance of it" (emphasis 
mine). So its as well here to remind people that Cage did not see his music as a con, 
a joke, a game, an elaborate hoax or as anything other than entirely serious musical 
compositions which explored composing non-intentionality at the level of 
performance using non-intentional sounds or silence (which are the same thing) to 
result in indeterminate musical outcomes. This is demonstrated not least in that 
within 4'33" as composed intentional sounds are themselves expressly not 
permitted. Cage had intentions for his works but these should be distinguished 


From intentionality within them. 
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Cage conceived that 4'33" could be performed at any length (but whilst keeping 
the same title). Yet, in contradistinction to the conventional notions of musical 
etiquette and practice, it attempts to express nothing and communicate nothing. 
Intentional as a compositional experiment, the sounds within its time Frame are in 
no way intentional. It was designed to be so. The conventional ideas of music are, 
thus, subverted and refuted. This could then be said to be anti-music in which not 
just an art Form but a philosophical tradition is exposed. Cage lost Friends because 
he wrote this piece, or so he said, and so someone somewhere must have thought 
that something was at stake in 4'33" and maybe you reading this do too. But | do 
ask readers to consider one more thing here, the difference between cause and 
intention. All sounds have causes but not all sounds are intentional. That there are 
non-intentional sounds themselves should be a non-controversial thought. It is 
only their musical appropriateness that may bring them into disrepute with some 
who see music as purely an intentional matter. But how they justify that 
theoretically seems hard work indeed should they wish to justify their beliefs and 
their musical designations in the light of Cage’s Eastern-inspired practice of 


composition and attention to sound at all times and in all places. 


3. In his book Empty Words, a collection of his writings From the mid to late 1970s, 
Cage has a paper entitled "The Future of Music”. It is a Fascinating paper to read 
and, to my contemporary ears, very prescient. OF course, the Future of music is not 
a foreign subject to Cage For, since his First involvement with music in the 1930s, 
he had always had a far-sighted approach to what would be coming down the 
musical pipe and where we would be going. It was in 1937, in another writing of 


his, that he had predicted that music would become electronic and that then music, 
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as we previously knew it, would change forever. He was, of course, utterly correct 
about that. Yet it is strange to read a paper First delivered in 1974 that is about the 
Future For, of course, | writing this and you reading it are in it. This gives us an angle 
on Cage's thoughts and pronouncements that he couldn't possibly have had for we 
know what happened whereas he could only look and imagine. Nevertheless, Cage, 


as | have already suggested, seems to do remarkably well. Even from 1974. 


In "The Future of Music" Cage is suitably modest. Were someone else writing the 
paper and not he they would have good reason to argue that Cage did his own Fair 
share of heavy lifting to bring in the very Future he talks about. When Cage refers 
to others (for he was surely not alone) who have worked to drag the future into 
the present he does not mention himself but, of course, he would have every right 
to do so. Cage was one of a number of those who worked early on with electronics. 
Before that he had invented the prepared piano, a modified kind of piano that 
survives to this day. He had pioneered the usage of other people's recorded music 
as something to be reused and altered in performance which later would be called 
sampling and become the basis for whole branches of electronic music. So Cage 
was no effete thinker sitting and observing what the future might be like as some 
academic philosopher of music. He was one of those making it, a practitioner, a 
doer. And not only did he work to smash the barrier between the acceptabilities of 
now and those that would be acceptable in the Future, sometimes he erased the 
boundaries of musical acceptability too. Even today, in 2019, a time we would 
regard as much freer musically, there are those who tut and shake their head at 
Cage's name. His idea that all sound is music is anathema to them and still an 


unacceptable outrage. 
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And yet Cage in 1974 begins his paper thus: "For many years I've noticed that music 
- as an activity separated From the rest of life - doesn't enter my mind." He goes on 
to say that "Strictly musical questions are no longer serious questions" for him. 
There is something going on here and it has nothing to do with music as a discrete 
subject hacked off from life and treated as something you do in a sectioned off 
portion of it. Music and life are somehow intertwined here, inseparable. Cage, by 
this time already about 40 years into his entwinement with music, can look back at 
how music has changed over several decades. He can see how, when he started, 
people were still fighting for the idea that noises, then thought different to 
sounds, were something beyond the musical pail. He mentions Edgard Varése and 
says he fought with him (against the musical establishment) on the side of noises. 
He recounts how, in the 1930s, the only notable piece of percussion music was a 
piece by Varése himself ("lonisation") but that, already by the 1940s, several 
hundred had appeared. This may strike us today as odd but | genuinely think that 
many of us know little of how radically music changed between the start of the 
20th Century and when we perhaps came into it towards the latter part of it. We 
reading this now are the electronic music generation but Cage was one of those 
who made it happen and pioneered its introduction. He knew music before 
electricity whereas we do not. A musical comment of Cage's in his essay makes this 
point in a way | Find vaguely amusing: "Sounds formerly considered out of tune are 


now called microtones." 


So between the 1930s and 1970s Cage sees that music has changed and it was 


because of musicians being brave enough to step outside of its presumed 


boundaries and just do something different. This was not always an easy thing to 
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do. Cage himself, for example, was often poor and relied on friends or sponsors to 
survive. His turn to indeterminate music did not help him in this because it made 
many a respectable musician (or potential sponsor) turn their back to him and 
regard him as persona non grata. But Cage was not for turning back and would 
struggle on with his own wayward, indeterminate thoughts in his head. Music for 
him, and those like him, was an exploration. Electricity made sounds and 
combinations of sounds possible that could not happen in the natural world and he 
was determined to explore them. There was a time this was called "experimental 
music" and Cage did not like this. But he came to accept that description For it. In 
"The Future of Music" he notes how the work done in the 40s and 50s presaged a 
change in the way we perceive both sounds and time and that aspects of both 
became tolerable that formerly were not. The picture as a whole is one of 
discovery, of widening boundaries. This, of course, will always scare those who 
perceive of themselves as protectors of the old or of orthodoxy and Cage, as the 
prime example, is a composer who divides people straight down the middle with 
his ideas and approaches. Cage notes that, in 1974, "Anything goes" but he states 


that, even then, "not everything is attempted." 


One interesting distinction Cage makes here, and its one that has come very much 
into his Future and our present, is the idea of music as process. Formerly, Cage 
reports, the guiding idea was "structure". "Structure," says Cage, "is like a piece of 
Furniture, whereas process is like the weather." He means to suggest that structure 
is known and can be probed. It is defined and definite. Its about measuring and 


quantifying. You can look at a table or a chair and see where all the bits go and how 


they Fit together. But with weather this isn't quite so. We can, of course, observe 
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changes in it but we are never quite sure how it fits together or where the 
beginning and the end of the changes are. There is no sense, at any given moment, 
just exactly where we are. In structure we would know. We could pinpoint our 
place exactly on the table. Not so with weather, our symbol for process. Here we 
are Forever in what Cage calls "the nowmoment" but we are never sure how that 
nowmoment relates to all the other nowmoments that shall be and shall pass away 
again. This metaphor, applied musically, changes things. This spatial sense seems 
to change music itself and alter time, a crucial aspect to music, and how you 
experience it. Imagine not knowing exactly where you are in your musical piece. 
Imagine being stuck in a moment and then working within that moment to 
negotiate your way to the next one. A musical structure is an object rigidly defined. 
But a process is not and neither can process be rigidly defined. Cage notes that 
"were a limit set to possible musical processes, a process outside that limit would 
surely be discovered." Process can include objects too but the reverse isn’t true at 
all. IF you are thinking this process conception is very much like a view of the world 
not conceived of as as discrete objects but as of all nature together as an 
environment, as was described above in the Tao Te Ching, | would very much agree 


with you. 


Cage goes into a discussion of what he calls "closed-mindedness" and "open- 
mindedness" and this is a very important section of "The Future of Music". He calls 
the difference between these two "the difference between information about 
something... and that something itself." He quotes something written by Charles 
Ives to strengthen this point: "Nature builds the mountains and meadows and man 


puts in the fences and labels." Cage says that now "The fences have come down 
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and the labels are being removed." That is, if we are open-minded. The closed- 
minded still take it that human beings should put up their artificial Fences and 
apply their fabricated labels to the mountains and meadows of music as if they 
were inviolable elements. For the open-minded, as Cage sees it, they are not. "An 
up-to-date aquarium has all the Fish swimming in one tank" is Cage's musical vision 
and this is a tank Full of all the sounds and noises that are made, and that could be 


made, and the musics that could be made with them. 


It is here that Cage surveys his musical history and gives reasons for why this spirit 
of musical open-mindedness has come about and they are interesting ones. First, 
because "Many composers" took up battles for new musical expression, casting off 
old rules in the process. (This is where Cage could have used himself as a prime 
example but didn't quoting Henry Cowell and Varése amongst others instead.) 
Second, Cage notes the changing technology which made changes in sound and 
therefore music inevitable. Cage is writing about a period in which tape recorders, 
sound systems, computers and the first properly usable synthesizers were 
invented. Of course such inventions would change music. Thirdly, Cage notes that 
even by the 70s there is what he calls "the interpenetration of cultures" 
happening. In some spheres, not least in our current moment at various places 
around the world, this is regarded as a bad thing and much political strife has 
ensued because of it. But, musically conceived, this has opened up cultures to 
other ways of conceiving things with the result that the whole is changed. It is to 
recognise that "music" is not how your culture conceives the rules For such a thing 
to be at all. Cage's final reason for the open-mindedness is that there are now 


more of us and more ways than ever to get in touch with each other. Cage could 
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not have known in 1974 how this would exponentially increase. Speaking in his 
time and place writing his essay he was thinking of telephone and aeroplane. Now 
we can compose together live on electronic devices linked by wifi or over the 
Internet. We can musically collaborate with people we will never meet in real time. 
Cage's point is that when we are exposed to others it inevitably changes us. "Open- 


mindedness” is the inevitable result. 


It is here that we begin to intuit again that, For Cage, music and life are not to be 
separated. There is some sense in which they are an indivisible organism. As the 
circumstances of life change, music will change. As in other places Cage will say we 
should be open to the life, and so the sounds, that we are living, so here the sense 
is that our changing lives will be changing music and we should not resist this. We 
should welcome the change and the new experience rather than, scared and timid, 
clinging on to rules, Formulations and customs which give us a false and 
unnecessary sense of security. Cage's own change in attitude towards music came 
when he found he could no longer hold on to the orthodox view of music as 
communication. He found, he reports in an autobiographical statement, that 
people would sometimes laugh at music he intended to be sombre. So for him the 
communicative model was a failure. Searching around, as already mentioned 
above, he found within the Buddhist tradition the notion that "Music's ancient 
purpose (was) to sober and quiet the mind, thus making it susceptible to divine 
influences." In modern atheistic ears this sounds a bit queer yet we need to 
remember that Buddhists are not theists either and they believe in no god. So this 
cannot refer to actual divinities. The question then becomes what it could refer to 


and this is a riddle | think each musician should tackle for themselves. In any case, it 
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is inescapable that one must recognise that Cage's musical appreciation after the 
mid 1940s is completely linked to his Buddhist education. Thus, | think, it is 
unarguable that this is why Cage sees music and life so entwined. But we do not 
need to be Buddhists ourselves to appreciate Cage's insights which can be taken 
on their own merits. This therapeutic use of music, if that is what it is, is much in 
evidence today (Cage's future) as ever more people listen to or play their own 
music as a means to relax, unwind or simply be taken out of the space in which 


their daily lives are going on. 


Cage builds upon his reasons for open-mindedness and talks about "the non- 
political togetherness of people". In musical context he sees the future as being 
about the collapsing of distinctions between composers, performers and listeners. 
This has to be seen against a historic background in which these roles were rigidly 
defined and, indeed, separated. One strand here is the invention of indeterminate 
music (again, he examples others such as Feldman and Wolff as opposed to 
himself) which gives performers instructions about what to do but not necessarily 
what to play. So performers, those who have not written the music they play, then 
become part-time composers in playing within the instructions they have been 
given. The idea here is of "cooperation" which is another name for what is 
essentially the making of music socially. Again, and secondly, Cage mentions 
technology in this regard as it blurs the lines between the roles of composer, 
performer and listener. Cage, anachronistically to our ears, refers to the people of 
1974 who could afford to buy a camera and so regard themselves as 
photographers. Today we have phones with music and video studios inside them. 


Should we not similarly regard ourselves as composers and performers? Cage 
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emphasizes the social nature of this and, indeed, today "phone jams" are possible 
as people with the requisite technology play together to create music 
cooperatively on the Fly. So Cage got this development bang on. A third way this 
distinction breaks down is, once again, because many diverse peoples have come 
into contact with each other. Places where these roles were never very distinct in 
any case have come into contact with those where they were and a reshuffling of 
the deck has taken place. Places where improvised music is normal have met those 


where it was not. And this changes, and opens, minds. 


| stop my flow here to note something Cage says in passing. It is perhaps not 
widely known that John Cage was not a fan of recording his music or, indeed, of 
recorded music at all. He regarded recordings as, in some meaningful sense, dead 
music. He did not listen to much recorded music and was less than enthusiastic 
about the recording of his own works. Here he notes that "the popularity of 
recordings is unfortunate”. He thinks this is so not only For musical reasons (think 
about all that is involved in a musical sense in the idea of setting one moment in 
time as a repeatable phenomenon) but also for social ones. The sense | get, and he 
may well make this explicit elsewhere, is that for him music is a living thing, a 
constant "nowmoment" or cornucopia of possible nowmoments. These happen live 
and cannot be captured or fettled into some perfect, preserved form. Nature, in its 
manner of operation, cannot be recorded so, therefore, if you think that music is 
all around us and alive because all sound is music then what could be the musical 
relevance of saving and repeating some of the sounds when an endless supply is 
always at hand? The captive form cannot compete with the living, unpredictable 


experience. Here in this case Cage argues that it is not the task of music to be 
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collected together in some recording so that one person may experience it but it 
is, instead, the task of music to bring the actual people together, blur the roles of 
composer, performer and listener and bring all the people together instead. Thus, 
he will mention with favour the jam session and the music circus. 
Cage goes on to note that musical changes have accompanied societal changes 
and, indeed, the world of the 1970s was not the world of the 1930s and 1940s. This 
societal change has only increased since Cage wrote and so has the music. Cage, 
like another electronic pioneer, Morton Subotnick, foresaw a time when ordinary 
citizens, not composers or musical performers, would have music-making 
possibilities in their own bags and pockets and, indeed, we are now in that time 
surrounded by more people of more differing backgrounds than ever before and 
with the possibility to converse and communicate musically with people from 
pretty much any country of the world. This cooperative, cross border music-making 
vision is something that chimes well with Cage's political beliefs as one who 
thought that the best government was the one that didn't govern (because it 
didn't need to). But there is another point embedded here in this which needs to 
be teased out. This is that while Cage conceived that "revolution remains our 
proper concern" he didn't think this was something we should plan or stop what 
we were doing to initiate. He thought that revolution was properly that thing that 
we were at all times already within. This is not simply a political point but a 
thoroughly musical one as well. It is, as he quotes M.C. Richards, "an art of 
transformation voluntarily undertaken from within". | wonder how many people 
conceive of their music as that or how many even realise that their music could be 
transformative? Is it the case that many are happy with their therapeutic twiddling, 


Unaware of the power that lays in their hands? This is not thought of as an 
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explosive, violent phenomenon but as revolution as evolution, the music that 


changes us and so the world. 


You see, for Cage this all fits together as one organic whole. Music is not a discrete 
subject For him, governed by archaic and artificial man-made rules. Music is not 
something you set a time period aside For to do. Music is life and life is music. What 
you do in one, you do in the other. What you do musically reflects and affects who 
you are personally and, by extension, socially. Cage sees his band of Future 
musicians as ready for a new world and as taking part in bringing it about. This is a 
very particular vision and it embroils music in things much wider than itself from 
the point of view of those who don't see things this way. So Cage is in an entirely 
different word from people, for example, who Fetishize musical machines and 
instruments or regard what you use as important. We would not find him saying 
how great this equipment or that equipment is. He would not like the idea of 
electronic musicians being led by the nose by manufacturers who egg on the 
notion that unless you have this device then your musical life is somehow 
incomplete. Indeed, Cage expressly says in "The Future of Music" that "Musicians 
can do without government." Cage almost seems to suggest that the kinds of 
music you make will reflect the kind of person you are and the kind of society you 
envisage. He speaks of "the practicality of anarchy" and of "less anarchic kinds of 
music" that example "less anarchic forms of society". The message here seems to 
be that what you are and what you value will be shown through your music in an 
almost existential sense. Its as transparent as night and day if you have eyes to see. 
Do you value the authority figure, the "composer and conductor, the king and 


prime minister"? Is music for you about being dictated to from on high by the 
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intentions of others? Or is it something else? Cage sides with social, non- 
authoritative, intercultural music, music that displays anarchic tendencies, For this 


is how he wishes the world to be. 


But this should not be regarded as a dumbing down for Cage explicitly praises the 
virtues of musical hard work in "The Future of Music". There is a section of this 
essay in which Cage talks about "the demilitarization of language" which he 
regards as "a serious musical concern". The metaphor comes because language is 
regarded as syntactical in nature, like a marching military. Cage says that it dawns 
on him that "we need a society in which communication is not practiced, in which 
words become nonsense as they do between lovers, in which words become what 
they originally were: trees and stars and the rest of the primeval environment." But 
this concern is a matter of work For it will not come easily. As a former member of 
the military myself | know that such discipline and uniformity is taught for a reason. 
It is so in an emergency you will just do what is required without thinking. It has 
literally been drilled into you. But, when musically applied, this is seen negatively 
by Cage who, as stated, wants the intimacy of a lover's communication rather than 
the syntax of a military language. The response is work to make this so and the 
realisation that it may take Herculean efforts to bring it about. Cage notes that a 
number of his pieces are very hard to play and recounts how some of his 
commissions came with the request that they be easy to perform (which 
disappointed him) and his eyes light up at the players who, having realised what 
they are being asked to perform will be difficult, relish the opportunity. He praises 
those, such as David Tudor, who premiered many of Cage's works before he 


himself took up composing mostly electronic works himself, as one who worked 
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hard to expand and modify his own playing techniques, in his case on the piano. 
Cage reserves special mention for the Field of electronic music in which "there is 
endless work to be done". Cage gives his own definition of music (which he was 
often asked for) as "WORK". This, he says, is his conclusion 40 years into his musical 


career. 


Cage closes his paper on the Future of music with a story about Thoreau who, it 
seems, accidentally set Fire to some woods in preparing some food. He ran to try 
and get help to put out the fire but the nearest settlement was too far away and 
he was too late and a decent area of the woods burned down. Yet Cage reports 
that Thoreau noticed that the people who Finally came to dowse the flames were 
happy for the opportunity of an adventure (all except those whose property had 
burned down, that is). After this episode, Thoreau met someone skilled at burning 
brush and, observing his methods and talking to him, developed new ways for 
dealing with Fires and Fighting them successfully. He also listened to the noises Fire 
made as it burned, remarking that you can hear this same sound sometimes in any 
small fire you might make yourself for domestic purposes. He also remarked that 
fire is not only to be regarded as a bad thing. Indeed, it is now more than ever 
widely understood that fire can serve a cleansing function in the environment. It 
ventilates the forest Floor and provides a new start. It acts as a quite natural 
cleaning agent if left to itself in a world not bound up with fabricated and artificial 


human concerns. 


But what's the musical application here you are wondering? It is that "everybody 


knows that useful is useful, but nobody knows that useless is useful, too." This is a 
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reference to a saying of Zhuangzi in a book Cage received as he was writing "The 
Future of Music" and it seemed relevant to him. It is, as is normal for Cage, a 
reminder not to cast aside things because they are thought irrelevant to what is 
regarded as music conceived as a canon of ideas and practices, a discrete subject. It 
is a reminder that music is all sounds and not just some. | have reported here only a 
Few of the ideas Cage mentions in his various essays yet his body of written works 
are overflowing with both ideas and directions For music to take in the future. 
Cage was truly prodigious, "a genius inventor" as his former teacher Arnold 
Schoenberg called him. It is from Cage that | get the notion that it is the 
spontaneity of the idea that is the primary currency of music and perhaps even the 
primary currency of life itself. Cage certainly, in terms of music and art more widely 


conceived, was one who saw little to stick to. 


D. EMMA GOLDMAN AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: THE POLITICS OF DANCING 


In her “New Declaration of Independence”, written in 1909 for a newspaper that 


subsequently refused to publish it once they had read it, political anarchist, Emma 


Goldman, writes the Following: 


“When, in the course of human development, existing institutions prove 


inadequate to the needs of man, when they serve merely to enslave, rob, and 


oppress mankind, the people have the eternal right to rebel against, and 


overthrow, these institutions. 


The mere fact that these forces — inimical to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
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happiness — are legalized by statute laws, sanctified by divine rights, and enforced 


by political power, in no way justifies their continued existence. 


We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all human beings, irrespective of race, 
color, or sex, are born with the equal right to share at the table of life; that to 
secure this right, there must be established among men economic, social, and 

political freedom; we hold further that government exists but to maintain special 
privilege and property rights; that it coerces man into submission and therefore 


robs him of dignity, self-respect, and life.” 


Goldman’s declaration may seem quite quaint couched in ancient language that 
apes that of the original US Declaration of Independence. Yet her problematic 


seems very contemporary to today - even From 1909. She states it thusly: 


“A vast country, rich enough to supply all her children with all possible comforts, 
and insure well-being to all, is in the hands of a Few, while the nameless millions 
are at the mercy of ruthless wealth gatherers, unscrupulous lawmakers, and 
corrupt politicians. Sturdy sons of America are Forced to tramp the country ina 
fruitless search for bread, and many of her daughters are driven into the street, 
while thousands of tender children are daily sacrificed on the altar of Mammon. 
The reign of these kings is holding mankind in slavery, perpetuating poverty and 
disease, maintaining crime and corruption; it is Fettering the spirit of liberty, 
throttling the voice of justice, and degrading and oppressing humanity. It is 
engaged in continual war and slaughter, devastating the country and destroying 


the best and finest qualities of man; it nurtures superstition and ignorance, sows 
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prejudice and strife, and turns the human family into a camp of Ishmaelites.” 


Sound familiar? But what is the solution? Goldman puts it this way: 


“That each and every individual is and ought to be free to own himself and to enjoy 
the Full Fruit of his labor; that man is absolved From all allegiance to the kings of 
authority and capital; that he has, by the very Fact of his being, free access to the 

land and all means of production, and entire liberty of disposing of the Fruits of his 
efforts; that each and every individual has the unquestionable and unabridgeable 

right of Free and voluntary association with other equally sovereign individuals For 
economic, political, social, and all other purposes, and that to achieve this end man 
must emancipate himself from the sacredness of property, the respect for man- 
made law, the fear of the Church, the cowardice of public opinion, the stupid 
arrogance of national, racial, religious, and sex superiority, and from the narrow 
puritanical conception of human life. And for the support of this Declaration, and 
with a Firm reliance on the harmonious blending of man’s social and individual 
tendencies, the lovers of liberty joyfully consecrate their uncompromising 


devotion, their energy and intelligence, their solidarity and their lives.” 


Emma Goldman was born as what we would now call a Lithuanian Jew although, at 
the time of her birth, in 1869, her birth city of Kaunas (then called Kovno) was in 
the Russian Empire. She was to become, in the first half of the 20th Century, one of 
the pivotal Figures of Anarchism in America and Europe, a woman not only of 
strident views but of determined social activism. Goldman emigrated to America in 


1885 aged only 16 and, besides her generally anarchist views, for which she would 
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be arrested and imprisoned several times in the US, she was also found guilty of 
distributing then illegal information about birth control For women as well as For 
inciting people not to enlist in the newly instituted draft of 1917. After two years 


in prison For the latter offence she was deported back to Russia. 


Thereafter, she lived a travelling life in England, France and Canada, including a 
visit to Spain in the 1930s at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War to support the 
anarchists there. It can be seen from even this all too brief survey that Goldman 
was no effete theorist of Anarchism: she was a practitioner of it. She believed 
wholeheartedly that Anarchism, the movement on behalf of human liberty, must 
be carried forward by human beings who were liberated themselves. So, on one 
occasion, whilst dancing among fellow anarchists one evening when she was 
cautioned for her behaviour by an associate due to her enthusiastic way of taking 
part in the evening’s events, she rebuked him, telling him to mind his own business. 
Later, in her autobiography, she would write that “freedom of self-expression” and 
“Freedom from convention regarding ‘appropriate behaviour” were exactly things 
that she was fighting for. She did not think she should have to act as a nun to speak 
on behalf of Anarchism, or to appear “respectable”, and neither did she intend to 
act like one. This incident itself is the source of the quote, often credited to 
Goldman, “IF | can't dance, it's not my revolution!” And revolution was what 
Goldman was about. In this her enemy was the State and imposed order of any 
kind. She was a believer in the essential freedom of the individual and, indeed, in 


this as the ground of any and all other Freedoms. 
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As a writer, one of her major publications was 1910's Anarchism and Other Essays in 
which she collected together heartfelt polemics she had written or delivered as 
lectures about Anarchism, political violence, prisons, patriotism, women’s suffrage 
and other subjects. The anarchist core at the heart of Goldman's thought was what 
tied this perhaps disparate set of themes together. The action of overarching (and, 
to Goldman's mind, illegitimate) authorities in impinging on simple human 
freedoms was the common enemy. Here the first essay of this book, “Anarchism: 
What It Really Stands For” is programmatic in this respect. In it the link of 
anarchism with, as Goldman sees it, nature, and the naturalness of simple human 
freedom, is espoused. Anarchism is here defined as “The philosophy of a new social 
order based on liberty unrestricted by man-made law; the theory that all forms of 
government rest on violence, and are therefore wrong and harmful, as well as 
unnecessary.” In the body of the essay she attempts to Fuse together the individual 
Freedom she regards as basic with the social tendencies human beings equally give 
evidence for. In a eulogy to Anarchism part way into the essay she states the 


Following: 


“Anarchism is the only philosophy which brings to man the consciousness of 
himself; which maintains that God, the State and society are non-existent, that 
their promises are null and void, since they can be fulfilled only through man’s 

subordination. Anarchism is therefore the teacher of the unity of life; not merely in 
nature, but in man. There is no conflict between the individual and the social 
instincts, anymore than there is between the heart and the lungs: the one the 
receptacle of the precious life essence, the other the repository of the element 


that keeps the essence pure and strong. The individual is the heart of society, 
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conserving the essence of social life; society is the lungs which are distributing the 


element to keep the life essence - that is, the individual - pure and strong.” 


Goldman claims that “the individual instinct is the thing of value in the world” and 
claims to want “the harmonious blending of individual and social instincts.” To this 
end, there are three active enemies that Goldman mentions - religion, property 
and government - which correspond to the stealing of people’s minds, the 
capturing of people’s needs and the policing of people’s conduct. Religion, by 
which one can imagine Goldman primarily means Christianity, she regards as that 
which makes people nothing and which regards God as a despot with all the power. 
Under the rubric ‘property’, Goldman states that “the only demand that property 
recognises is its own gluttonous appetite for greater wealth, because wealth 
means power; the power to subdue, to crush, to exploit, the power to enslave, to 
outrage, to degrade.” In her writing, Goldman often uses the term “capitalism” to 
describe this same phenomenon and inequality of wealth and property. Power 
inequality, which is an automatic result thereof, is very much in her sights. She 
speaks with heartfelt passion of those “doomed to wind cotton around a spool, or 
dig coal, or build roads for 30 years... in a clock-like, mechanical atmosphere.” This 
she regards as “machine subserviency” and a “slavery more complete than 
bondage to the King.” Consequently, “Anarchism cannot but repudiate such a 
method of production.” In their place she imagines anarchistic “voluntary 
productive and _ distributive associations, gradually developing into free 
communism”. However, “Anarchism... also recognizes the right of the individual, or 
numbers of individuals, to arrange at all times for other forms of work, in harmony 


with their tastes and desires.” 
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But then we come to the third and greatest of the foes Goldman opposes: 
government. This, indeed, she describes as “the third and greatest Foe of social 
equality”. She quotes Ralph Waldo Emerson as one who had said that “All 
government in essence is tyranny” and, not distinguishing in essence between the 
government of divine right or that of some form of majority rule, damns them all 
as “absolute subordination of the individual.” For Goldman, then, all government is 
coercion at the least and “might is right” writ large as a generality. She quotes 


another American, Henry David Thoreau, with Favour, when he states: 


“Government, what is it but a tradition, though a recent one, endeavouring to 
transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, but each instance losing its integrity; it has 
not the vitality and Force of a single living man. Law never made man a whit more 
just; and by means of their respect For it, even the well disposed are daily made 


agents of injustice.” 


Injustice, in Fact, Goldman regards as “the keynote of government”, going on to say 
that “The State is the altar of political freedom and, like the religious altar, it is 
maintained for the purpose of human sacrifice.” Goldman is Further bold enough to 
suggest that “In Fact, there is hardly a modern thinker who does not agree that 
government, organized authority, or the State, is necessary only to maintain or 
protect property and monopoly. It has proven efficient in that Function only.” To 
the objections of some that government is based on a kind of natural law she 


retorts: 
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“A natural law is that Factor in man which asserts itself freely and spontaneously 
without any external Force, in harmony with the requirements of nature. For 
instance, the demand For nutrition, For sex gratification, For light, air, and exercise, 


is a natural law.” 


To obey such laws, says Goldman, “requires only spontaneity and free 
opportunity”. Certainly not government! Thus, she agrees with the thought that 
“Human laws are invalid, because they are contrary to the laws of nature.” She 
denigrates those that argue government is the imposition of beneficial order or 
that it serves to diminish crime to general benefit. She argues, instead, that “Order 
derived through submission and maintained by terror is not much of a safe 
guarantee; yet that is the only ‘order’ that governments have ever maintained.” 
Crime she sees as inevitable “so long as most people are out of place doing the 
things they hate to do, living a life they loathe to live.” Besides, she notes almost as 
an aside, “laws on the statutes can only increase, but never do away with, crime.” 
Here Goldman powerfully puts the case for the inauthenticity of modern life in 
capitalist democracies, something existentialist writers would point up more Fully 


throughout the 20th Century. 


Although anarchy as a word is derived From the Greek avapxia, without beginning 
and, by extension, without first principle, originating power or authority, Goldman 
is not content to see anarchy portrayed as merely a negative or as the negation of 
all the benefits a political or political-economic system is imagined to have. This is 
to say that, for Goldman, anarchy is not primarily a taking away. Instead, it is the 


swapping out of a system of oppression that is Fundamentally against natural 
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freedom as something inherent to its own existence for something better able to 
provide just such a thing. So, in Goldman's polemic, Anarchism aims to give work 
meaning and make it a choice rather than a necessity or even a compulsion. She 
sees anarchistic work as “both recreation and hope”. In addition, Goldman's brand 
of anarchy is about rescuing “the self-respect and independence of the individual 
From all restraint and invasion by authority” since she claims that “only in Freedom 
can men grow to [their] Full stature”. It is only in personal freedom, claims 
Goldman, that human beings can exercise themselves to their greatest possibility. 
This is so not only in individual ways but also in the various combinations of 
possible social relationships that may prove attainable. Only in freedom to 
associate or not are the most genuine social bonds forged. “With human nature 
caged in a narrow space,” says Goldman, “whipped daily into submission, how can 
we speak of [human] potentialities?” In summary, “Anarchism, then, really stands 
For the liberation of the human mind from the dominion of religion; the liberation 
of the human body from the dominion of property; liberation from the shackles 


and restraint of government.” 


Goldman pens her polemic for human freedom from the United States in the early 
20th century and her complaints, and defences, are couched in ways that address 
the problems of that time and place. Yet, since | began writing this part of my 
essay, another figure, or group of Figures, has come to mind as having compatible 
views to Emma Goldman yet from their own, very different, time and place. These 
people are Diogenes of Sinope and the Cynics and what they Found argument with 
was the civilising ways of the Greek city state and the later Hellenisation that 


continued throughout the Roman Empire. Thus, | would now say a few words 
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about these too. 


So who were the Cynics? The Cynics of ancient Greece and Rome existed for 
perhaps 1000 years, 400 years before and 600 years after the turn of the Common 
Era. The most Famous Cynic is without doubt Diogenes of Sinope, a Greek From 
what is now the Turkish coast of the Black Sea. Diogenes is remarkably well 
attested throughout Hellenistic Greek and Roman literature and was clearly a 
popular figure of the time, not least with those who would write about ethics. 
Many perhaps apocryphal stories have made it down even to our day about him 
and what he was like. He is said to have told the mighty Alexander the Great to 
move out of his sun, to have presented a plucked bird to Plato as an example of a 
man (thus refuting his definition of what a man was), to have shunned ordinary 
society by living in a barrel or large tub and to have done what we might regard as 
disgusting acts such as spitting in people’s Faces or performing bodily Functions in 
public places. So what were Diogenes, called “the dog” for his way of living, and 
the Cynics who would claim allegiance to his way of life about? What was the ethic 


of their lives? 


Put simply, it was naturalism, the belief that anything done according to nature 
could not be unethical. So why not masturbate in the street to relieve the sexual 
urge, as Diogenes is said to have done? Such urges are natural and normal and so 
not a cause for shame. They are also quite easily dealt with. Today if you 
masturbated openly in the street you would be treated with extreme suspicion as a 
person and certainly criminalised. But why? What ethical harm would have resulted 


from your action? To a Cynic this would make no sense for the relief of natural 
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urges cannot be unethical. To a Cynic, in fact, the problem was civilisation itself 
with its arbitrary customs and civilised ways that had no basis in nature at all. 
Cynics were those who wanted to uncivilise people and destroy the destructive 
civilising ideal which, For them at least, was contrary to nature. Cynics wanted a life 
without artifice and they criticised civilised life as something entirely artificial, 


something with no basis in anything at all. 


At the heart of this is the question of what the human animal is and what makes 
someone human. There is a well known story about Diogenes to this effect. He is 
depicted going around a marketplace in the daytime with a lantern looking for “an 
honest man” - as many modern versions have it today. But the actual Greek states 
that Diogenes was searching For “a human being” (literally an ‘anthropos’). So the 
Cynic notion of ethics is to Follow that ethic which makes us human beings and to 
practice what that means. And they did not think that the civilised, artificial 
customs of those who lived in cities were promoting this. They thought it was to 
make those who observed such customs less than human. A human being cannot 
be a slave to artificial customs in naturalist Cynic thinking. The Cynic problematic, 
accordingly, was that most people appear human but are not. It might even be 
argued that they saw civilisation as a kind of nihilism based in empty notions of 


right and wrong in a way not so distant from the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche. 


We moderns perhaps need to get under the skin of the Cynic mentality to have this 
make some sense to us since many of us are now many times more civilised, and so 
dehumanised in Cynic thinking, than those whom the Cynic historically addressed. 


To us, it might even be suggested, civilisation is humanity and lack of it is what 
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dehumanises. Here the Cynic relationship to wider Greek society becomes 
pertinent. Cynics were illegitimate or foreign, outsiders, either in fact or by 
declaration or both. One expression of this is their declaration of being 
cosmopolitan, citizens of the world as Diogenes had it, and thus of no nation or city 
state or nationalistic grouping which was to intentionally embrace the vulnerability 
this implies. The Cynic recognises themselves as only a human being and oblivious 
of the distinctions of others, part of a natural world and a natural order. Birth, 
upbringing, race, Family, gender, ethnicity are of no import. Cynics were marginal 
meddlers, invalidating and defacing the civilised world. Not for them a life of 
attaining wealth or power or a higher standard of living. They wilfully existed ona 
minimum, what nature provided, and their abode was whatever offered shelter. 
The Cynic does not even attain to the longest life possible. Today may be the first 
and last day of life and that is fine. Such a stance in life makes them antisocial 
unless amongst fellow Cynics and Cynics also practiced shamelessness, as any 
naturalist must, shame being a thing upon which civil society is seen to run. Their 
naturalism could not allow shame For what animal, animals being those things that 
perfectly exemplify living according to nature, displays shame? Yet they called this 
shamelessness freedom for when the animal acts "shamelessly" it does so not to 


break apparent rules but because it can, because nature allows. 


There are a number of Greek terms which symbolise the Cynic ethic. Autarkeia, 
self-sufficiency, is certainly one. Euteleia, Frugality, is another. Parrhesia, freedom 
of speech, is yet another. Askésis, asceticism, is a fourth. Cynics were happy to live 
life according to Tyche, chance, luck or contingency, to be atimia, without civic 


rights, to accept the ponoi, the hardships of a natural life lived according to physis, 
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nature, and opposed to nomos, custom or law. Their archetype was Heracles who 
had completed twelve labours and they conceived of their own natural lives as 
labours too. Their antitype was Prometheus who had stolen Fire from the gods and 
so enabled human beings to begin civilising themselves. Fire is symbolic here for 
with it we can become many things that we cannot without it. No other animal 
uses Fire. It sets us apart From the natural world. Cynics, on the other hand, would 
wash in cold water if they washed at all and would eat raw Food. If they were male 
(we do have record of at least one Female Cynic, Hipparchia, who was married to 
the Cynic Crates) they would not shave and so they had long, unkempt beards and 
hair. They wore few clothes and no shoes, the tribon or cloak being their one 
notable item of clothing. For the Cynic the simple life was the natural life and they 
accepted what hardships came along with this as part and parcel of what makes us 
human. They did not care for length of life For they valued its quality and 
authenticity over its amount. Ten years of naturalism trumps one hundred years of 
artificiality in the Cynic mind. Cynics were those who believed your form of life 
affected your being-in-the-world. They did not believe Freedom was a matter of a 
physical situation for, as in a story told about Diogenes being made a slave, he still 
regarded himself as a king nevertheless. For Cynics a human being is born free, a 


child of the natural world rather than a citizen of a state. 


Cynics acted with avowed ethical intent. They lived a life in pursuit of virtue and 
claimed to be demonstrating the virtuous life. To the civilised, however, they often 
appeared like dogs or savages, backwards, and as Luddites rejecting human 
progress. The term "Cynic”, which comes from the Greek for dog, was meant to be 


pejorative, an insult, but those so called actually saw in it a truthful and worthy 
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designation. Cynics sought virtue and believed in reason. But they did not value 
the False and domesticated versions of these things they regarded as being found 
in civilisation. These things were more authentically found in nature and they 
observed it for instruction as when Diogenes, seeing a child scoop up water with 
cupped hands, threw away his cup. They had an ethic of simplicity such that, in 
their seemingly universal nay-saying, the Cynic avoided traditional clothes, 
jewellery and bodily adornments for their own ‘uniform’; they restricted their diet; 
did not live in a house; derided bathing, sports, the Games of the ancient world; 
scoffed at festivals, sacrifice, prayer and religious life generally; did not marry, 
dodged work and steered clear of the courts, assembly, army and other arenas of 
political participation. They even strived to break out of old patterns of talking, 
and tossed up for themselves a wild new language, the language of chreiai, short, 


pithy sayings intended to be didactic For the insightful among their hearers. 


The Cynic, in short, was a countercultural, a person who did not run with the herd, 
who did not tinker at the edge of life but argued that humans were going in 
entirely the wrong direction and risked not living their Full humanity at all with the 
creation of their artificial civility and polity. Accordingly, the Cynic had a different 
appreciation of time to those civilised who, necessarily, begin to write histories and 
build Future plans. The Cynic, on the contrary, lived in the ever present (much like a 
Taoist might try to, in Fact). An important Cynic precursor, Antisthenes, claimed to 
satisfy his desires with “whatever is present”, Diogenes was more concerned about 
the sun’s warmth than building an empire. Other Cynics claim they can own only 


the patch of ground they stand on or even nothing at all. 
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One outworking of this belief about time and our place in it is that Cynics were not 
afraid to commit suicide when they believed their useful life was done. They did 
not, as more civilised notions up to today demonstrate more clearly, believe that 
one should strive to live as long as possible. So if today one should counter Cynic 
beliefs with all the supposed benefits that civilisation has brought us, not least 
medical, they would be met with a blank stare of irrelevance by a Cynic. Cynics 
were usually individualists without Family or children. This seems to have been a 
practical thing and was certainly tendentious since no Cynics could really deny that 
the sexual urge or procreation were contrary to nature. However, they regarded 
themselves, as some classical texts show, as carers of humanity as a whole. Here, 
For example, is a section from the Dissertations of Epictetus: ““How then”, asked the 
young man, “will a Cynic preserve society”? In the name of God, man, who is the 
greater benefactor to mankind? Those who bring forth two or three ugly-snouted 
children to take their place, or those who watch over all mankind as best they can, 
observing what they do, how they spend their time, what they care For, and what 


they disregard contrary to their duty?” 


So Cynics were individualists who saw themselves with a communal duty to enable 
people to live a Fully authentic humanity. But it was recognised that this was not 
easy and, indeed, its hardship was made a key part of the Cynic mentality. As 


William Desmond writes in his 2008 book, Cynics: 


"the Cynics simply enjoyed whatever was at hand, even if it were only lentils and 


sunshine. But to be able to enjoy the chance occurrences of the present is very 


difficult, and such a radical simplicity requires both physical and psychological 
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discipline. Hence askésis was central to the Cynic lifestyle, although theirs was a 
cheerful and hedonistic, not a world-denying, asceticism. That is, they paradoxically 
welcomed pain as a necessary condition of elemental pleasure. Askésis made them 
true hedonists, to such an extent that they might even get pleasure in their self- 
chosen pains: “the scorn of pleasure is the greatest pleasure”.... one can find a 
similar view adumbrated in Julian: the true Cynic must first practice askésis to free 
himself from the desire for pleasures, but once he is able to “trample” on them at 


CALs 


will, then “he may permit himself to dip into that sort of thing if it come his way. 


This is to say only that Cynics lived opportunistically, in the moment, as those who 
live by nature’s rules must. An animal, for example, may naturally feed on what it 
can Forage for or kill, if it eats meat. But, should it come across a cooked meal left 


in the street, what animal would turn its nose up and pass it by? 


So this is a concise appreciation of the Cynic way. It is a naturalism which is claimed 
to be the way of virtue and of human authenticity. It is not recognised as the easy 
choice and, as we have seen, its pains are even taken as markers of its “elemental 
pleasure.” What | find of importance here is the central notion that how you live 
affects and shapes you as a person which is true whether you accept the Cynics’ 
beliefs or not. The Cynic was saying that how you live (which is the ethical 
question) affects who you are and who you become, an equation also evident in 
the writing of Emma Goldman to which | will soon return. So we can see that their 
ethical intent is clear, again, whether you believe they were going about it the 
right way or not. Cynics did not divorce theory From practice and they were holists 


in this respect (again like Goldman), viewing thought about life and “doing life” as 
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essentially all of a piece. You need not theorise about how to be virtuous or what 
an authentic human life is: You lived it. You demonstrated it. You made radical 
choices and lived their consequences. This is greatly to their credit and 
demonstrates how highly they held the notion of an ethical life and of living human 
lives thought authentic in themselves. As such, Cynicism is functionally a 
naturalistic Form of anarchy very much compatible with, or complimentary to, the 


ideas of Emma Goldman. 


| must now take stock of where we are, returning to Goldman again as my primary 
example of Anarchism. Her writings give us several things to think about if we are 
going to put what has, in modern times, become the wholesale assumption of the 
natural hegemony of capitalist democracies in question. This has become a habit 
which blinds us to the Fact that, in much of the world, universal suffrage is barely 
100 years old and for the vast majority of human civilisation both capitalism and 
democracy have been absent. Let me start with three items for and against 
Anarchism as a non-system of no-politics that might replace the political systems 
and politics many countries currently employ. | begin with the objections to 


Anarchism and then follow with the items in Favour of it: 


Objections to Anarchism: 


One. Politics is the means for, and humanity's only reasonable hope to achieve, 


general welfare, protection, health, wealth and stability. 
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Two. Anarchy would be lawlessness, a place where the strong would inevitably 


enslave the weak. 


Three. Only community produces genuine human goods and multiplies their 


possibility. 


In Favour of Anarchism: 


One. Politics, and now civic society in general, for example in media, including 
social media, and business, is all about centralisation and even monopoly. This 
centralisation can be observed, in fairly obvious ways, to be the wielding of great 
power to the detriment of many. It is particularly ripe for abuse and the outcome 
of that is detrimental to the whole. This power to control whole populations 
through centralisation is exactly the point of it. Consequently, decentralisation and 
dissolution of such power bases would act to negate such modern forms of 
control, exploitation and sometimes even crime. The ultimate decentralisation is 


Anarchism. 


Two. Human freedom begins with individual freedom. IF individuals are not really 
Free to live their lives as they wish then systems cannot make them any freer or be 


conduits of freedom themselves. 


Three. Anarchy is simply living in accordance with the way of nature itself. IF you 


live and die according to nature you cannot be unhappy. For there is no other 


standard that is evident, save the rhetorical fancies of human beings which occur 
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From time to time, and which are not obviously and manifestly better, whilst, at the 
same time, raising the expectations of people to levels which, in retrospect, they 
can never deliver on. Better to live simply in peace than to engage in tumultuous 


enterprises with obviously detrimental effects. 


In thinking about these pros and cons of Anarchism it struck me that, actually, if we 
are going to put politics as a whole, and capitalist democracies in general, under 
the microscope - and even put them in question - then the question we are really 
asking ourselves is what is politics for? What is a given political system there for? 
What is it meant to be achieving and, in reality, is it able to achieve such things? But 
that leads into a lot of other questions. We might, in that context, reasonably ask 
what morality is For and where it comes from and if governments are perpetrators 
or preservers of it. We might ask if there are such things as general human goods, 
what they are and how they might best be encouraged to occur. We might ask if 
there is such a thing as human duty or human responsibility, both in general and in 
various political bodies. What is certain, however, is that civic society and political 


authority are both entirely artificial and based upon habit, custom and law. 


Here we come back to the objections to Anarchism | cited above and which, when 
turned around, become reasons for political systems at all. Here it must be 
questioned if politics and even civilisation is humanity's only hope of general 
welfare, protection, health, wealth and stability. But, more than this, we can see 
that this objection to Anarchism starts out by begging all the relevant questions. 
Who has decided that life is about these things which spring up in this objection 


like traps ready to capture any human being who strays into being born? Can a 
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human being not decide for themselves what life is about without the answer 
being imposed upon them? Is this not Goldman’s whole point in her writing on the 
subject? Has she not argued that people should be free to draw their own 
conclusions and come to solutions based on free, rather than coerced, decisions 
based on whatever social formations people deem fit amongst themselves? 
Goldman's whole argument is that a government, any government, and a political 
system, is an imposition. That conclusion cannot be put off by listing government's 
supposed benefits even if you agreed with them. For even in agreeing with them it 
does not commit you to the belief that government is the way to achieve them or 
that humanity as a whole is what the individual should be concerned with. Goldman 
would also no doubt add that a greater good based on individual enslavement to a 
communal goal was no real good at all besides pointing out the false thinking that 
government and politics actually ever really achieve these things which always 
seem to be, in the reality, things that are always in process and always out of reach. 
Like a politician’s promise, the actuality never matches up to what was put on 
offer. In short, Goldman's position, and its surely one to consider, is that 
government manifestly doesn’t really work. In Goldman’s mind if you choose 


government you end up with the dunce or the rogue: 


“The State is the economic master of its servants. Good men, if such there be, 
would either remain true to their political Faith and lose their economic support, or 
they would cling to their economic master and be utterly unable to do the slightest 
good. The political arena leaves one no alternative, one must either be a dunce or a 


rogue.” 
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Goldman’s further conclusion is both depressing but also very insightful. The issue 


with politics is not so much systems as people: 


“One has but to bear in mind the process of politics to realize that its path of good 
intentions is Full of pitfalls: wire-pulling, intriguing, Flattering, lying, cheating; in 
Fact, chicanery of every description, whereby the political aspirant can achieve 
success. Added to that is a complete demoralization of character and conviction, 
until nothing is left that would make one hope for anything From such a human 
derelict. Time and time again the people were foolish enough to trust, believe, and 
support with their last Farthing aspiring politicians, only to find themselves 


betrayed and cheated.” 


So systems cannot make right what human frailty inevitably corrupts, diverts and 
mitigates. We shall search forever and a day for “good people” with “the right 
motives”, let alone For the solutions we say we want to problems that never seem 
to go away. Whatever else politics and government are, they never seem to be 
equality and Fairness with the same justice For all. That promise being empty and 
undeliverable, why should we pretend that government is the solution to human 


living anymore? 


As to the second objection to Anarchism, that it must inevitably lead to 
lawlessness and to the enslavement of the weak by the strong, Goldman has 
already headed this argument off at the pass. Firstly, she points out that these 
things already happen. So it is not as if politics and government have stamped 


them out - as our prisons and law courts make clear. Indeed, as Goldman makes 
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plain many times, these things invent new and even worse ways for people to 
oppress, exploit and degrade other human beings. It might even be argued to be 
the case that in their systemic nature they invent systemic evils which become 
systemic ways to oppress, exploit and degrade - as our social security systems (or 
lack of them) make plain. The argument in Favour of decentralisation as a reason 
For Anarchism is a powerful one in this case. Our technological advancement has 
made the centralising power of government all the more invasive in ways that 
Goldman could never have imagined a century ago when she wrote. Despite 
government, politics, democracy and the supposed ‘trickle down economics’ of 
capitalism in the America she wrote in, we know that in that same America tens of 
thousands of Americans will kill each other in a single year with tens of thousands 
more being injured. America’s love affair with the gun leads to consequences that 
pretty much everyone but those who don’t want to see can see and government, 
that protector of the people and guarantor of stability in some arguments, is doing 
nothing to stop the carnage. Meanwhile millions will live in Fear of ill health or the 
medical circumstances of their lives as the capitalist insurance system in place 
there means the system will not insure many for the treatments and medicines 
they need, effectively leaving these same people fearing penury due to, and as 
well as, ill health. What has government done about this situation in which the 
strong capitalists dictate the terms both to (and from) government and to the 
people at large? On the issue of climate breakdown, what do government do to 
mitigate this whilst capitalists benefiting from no change pour millions into 
negating the findings of the vast majority of climate scientists? Does not all this 


seem like the bellum omnium contra omnes already? 
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And then people say that Anarchism would lead to lawlessness and crime?! What 
do they think the situation is now? The point here, | think, is twofold. Firstly, 
government and, thus, the people voting For them, are generally speaking not 
serious about solving the problems they claim to identify. The result of political 
action and interaction is more often than not compromise or the watering down of 
a measure until it is insipid and ineffectual. Politics promotes and encourages 
lowest common denominatorism. Second, the problem of crime and of right 
behaviour is one for human individuals and not political systems. Crime and 
immoral actions occur because of human nature not because there is a political 
system, and because criminal actions or, in the absence of law, destructive or 
immoral behaviour, is ubiquitous due to the frailty of the human condition. As 
such, the notion that Anarchism would be lawlessness where a political system 
would not is manifestly False and so, at the most, it becomes a discussion of degree 
rather than difference in kind. To suggest that Anarchism would be lawlessness, as 
if in the realm of government crime, dishonesty and public immorality and its 
consequences are simply problems that have been resolved, is to have a double 
blindness; one which is blind to the crime-ridden societies we live in (by which | 
mean detected and undetected crime as well as all behaviour which detrimentally 
affects others) and another which ignores the power of our centralised world in 
which more harm can be done by the touch of the right button than a convinced 
criminal could commit in a lifetime. And that, by the way, is if you even accept that 
in a world without governments people would simply turn to their neighbours, 
attack them and make off with their belongings or just simply enslave them, a 
prospect that, to say the least, does not seem Fully borne out by human history in 


all its particularity. 
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The third and final objection to Anarchism | gave above was that “Only community 
produces genuine human goods and multiplies their possibility.” With this Goldman 
would not completely agree, not least because she would not be bound to the 
view that human goods are necessarily things they must create - although they 
could be things they create. Some might simply be natural, such as individual 
human freedom. But | also imagine she would not really deny the premise either 
For Goldman's anarchistic philosophy is not a denial of community or communal 
effort but merely an impugning of it when it manifests as coercion. Coerced 
community based on laws enforced by the violence and authority of the State are 
in Goldman's sights and not mere community in the slightest. Goldman is quite 
happy for there to be free association and community building among people 
based on their conscience and free decision making processes. So, in this case, we 
may wonder if this is actually an objection to anything that Goldman is trying to 
propose at all. Whilst it may be true that two human beings may be able to achieve 
together more, for their common good, than each could by themselves, there is a 
world of difference between this as a choice made free of coercion or imposed 
need by these same people and the same choice imposed upon them by the 
oppressive conditions of the State, some government or other, or the social 
environment in some political system. Such is our world today in the West were 
certain lifestyles are mandated if one wishes to partake in society as a mainstream 


citizen in order not to be left behind by society as a whole. 


IF one were to say that one is not Forced to take part in such a society this could 


easily be shown to be a bad faith argument of the highest order in a world of CCTV 


cameras which surveil us wherever we go (in the UK, at least), in which we require 
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identity documents to cross entirely artificial borders and in which the currency of 
society is increasingly electronic, necessitating that you sign up to society in the 
First place in order to take part, something which, more often than not, entails your 
digital Footprints being tracked, collated, stored, stolen, and even sold to others 
for profit. The conclusion may easily be drawn that refusal to accede to the 
conditions that this society enforces upon the individual, under threat of force and 
criminal sanction, results in a harsh punishment For not doing so and exploits them 
while they do in a good old ‘heads | win, tails you lose’ fashion. We can be sure that 
Emma Goldman would be entirely against such developments, regarding the price 
For such enforced community to be Far too high For individual liberty to pay. And, 
we may say, this does not really seem like what human fraternity should be, the 
free association of individuals based in their uncoerced choice and the good will of 


one human being towards another. 


And so this is my brief appraisal of Anarchism via the thought of Emma Goldman 
with a brief detour through the world and ethics of the Cynics. Anarchism, in 
modern context, is the belief that human beings do not need, and would be better 
served by, no government and by the disappearance of the State as an existing 
entity. Anarchists, consequently, are those who view these things as frustraters of, 
and obstructions to, proper human freedom and human possibility along with all 
the apparatus of democracy and capitalistic society, both of which exist to draw 
power to coerce to themselves. In this, anarchists are entirely sincere regardless of 
the Fact that there may those who, from time to time, simply want to watch the 
world burn. Such people, however, should not simply be equated with “anarchists” 


anymore than those described as “cynical” today are anything to do with the 
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historical Cynics to which | earlier referred. It will be remembered that those same 
Cynics were referred to in my text as those who, as good Greeks, sought virtue and 
tried to live up to their reasoned Formulations of it. We may regard anarchists such 
as Goldman in exactly the same way, which is to say as entirely sincere and virtuous 
people who have imagined that they espy a better way to live than is currently 
available to, or imagined by, others. If they then rail against the State, all Forms of 
centralising oppression, government and societal coercion they are not, by their 
lights, being “immoral”, they are, instead, acting according to what they regard as 
the higher and natural law of nature as opposed to the entirely artificial and always 
self-serving ways of human beings, ways which become more powerful, more 
dangerous and more potentially destructive the more centralised they are. In that 


respect, too, Anarchism is a door to freedom. 


E. DIOGENES AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: THE DOG WHO DENIES CIVILISATION 


The history of Diogenes of Sinope, peripatetic philosopher, rascal and hound, is 
now told in numerous tales which, we must state frankly, may or may not be true. 
Put bluntly, who knows? Who now, millennia later than a man claimed to have lived 
between roughly 412-323 BCE, can even hazard a guess? Yet we do know that he 
was remembered and that writers and biographers in the Hellenistic Roman world 
were interested in memorialising the man known as a dog and that he was 
someone Famous in that world For the anecdotes told about him and the character 
revealed in them. This, in itself, is something noteworthy for it is not the Fate of 
every, or even most, human beings to be remembered centuries, let alone 


millennia, after their death. 
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One person who took it upon himself to record a broad swathe of the history of 
Greek philosophers was Diogenes Laertius. He was likely active in the first half of 
the third century CE and so at least 500-550 years after Diogenes had lived. In his 
Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, which is now our major secondary 
source for Greek philosophy and philosophers, he recorded, in ways most experts 
think largely impartial and unexpanded, although certainly also largely uncritically, 
the details of the lives, opinions, sayings and deeds of Greek philosophers as much 
as he was aware of them. Often there would be differences of opinion - some said 
this happened, others said that, etc., - but Diogenes Laertius would then simply 
record the variants he was aware of and leave it to readers to decide what to do 
with the information. His book is not a philosophical book and neither does he 
himself set out to discover the truth of the matters he reports. Instead, he supplies 
a compendium of tales and leaves it largely at that. | have, so Far, spoken about “his 
book”. But, in Fact, Diogenes Laertius wrote 10 books in what was, in reality, a 
multi-volume work. Some philosophers, such as Plato or Epicurus, get a volume all 
to themselves [books 3 and 10 respectively] whereas others cover the notables 
From philosophical schools such as the Stoics or the Pythagoreans, etc. It is in book 
6 that Diogenes Laertius turns his attention to The Cynics and the second 
philosopher he deals with under this rubric is Diogenes of Sinope. | want to survey 
this material now to present a picture of that philosopher whom, so it is said, even 


Alexander the Great wished to be if he could not be Alexander. 


Diogenes was originally the son of a banker, Hicesias, on the southern coast of the 


Black Sea which is now northern Turkey but which was then colonised by Greeks. It 


is said that during his time in Sinope working with his Father the currency that his 
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father was in charge of, this being the coins that he was responsible For minting, 
became deliberately debased, making them worthless. For this his father, or 
Diogenes, or both of them, were imprisoned and banished respectively. Diogenes 
lost all his possessions and his citizenship as a result of this incident, For which he 
was exiled, and which has since been historically verified through archaeology in 
modern day Sinop which has revealed lots of coins which were deliberately 
debased in the mid 4th century BCE. This, as one powerful, and likely truthful, 
incident is extrapolated as an explanation of the later public character of 
Diogenes, a man who would debase and destroy the numismatic lifeblood of 
civilisation itself and attempt to make commerce impossible. Indeed, this very 
story of the currency being defaced was later metaphorically applied to Diogenes’ 
activity more generally and he was regarded as the debaser and defacer of 


civilisation itselF. 


After his exile from Sinope, and as a stateless individual, Diogenes next turned up 
in Athens where it is said he attached himself to the philosopher Antisthenes. 
Antisthenes had been a student of Socrates himself, a revered philosophical Figure 
of the time and one in whose shadow many later philosophers would stand. Yet it 
seems that Antisthenes was not keen to accept Diogenes as his student and even 
took to beating him with a stick in order to dissuade him. Yet the tale told about 
this makes sure to tell us that Diogenes was steadfast and resolute in his desire to 
be taught by the words of such an eminent philosophical Figure. This is presented 
as Diogenes being desirous of both virtue and wisdom when he says, “Strike, for 
you will not find any stick hard enough to drive me away as long as you continue to 


speak." 
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At this point we learn of Diogenes’ “simple mode of life”, something explained as 
one consequence of his loss of possessions, citizenship and exile but also as a 
result of his observance, and learning from, nature. So we are told that Diogenes 
learns to wander about without worrying where he will sleep from a mouse and 
that he utilised his cloak, his only garment, as a bed. He carried a wallet, a bag over 
his shoulder, to carry scraps of Food and used the natural environment as his dining 
room, his meeting room and his bedroom. Also related here is that, being unable to 
secure permanent accommodations, he made use of a discarded cask or barrel For 
such purposes and without any hint of shame or disgrace in his homeless state. 
Seeing a child drinking water out of its hands, Diogenes learns to do without a cup 
and, in similar wise, he learns to use a hunk of bread as a spoon, dispensing with 
the latter utensil as well. Here “simplicity” was an express aim of the virtue of 
Diogenes. Being constantly outside in such circumstances, it is related that 
Diogenes took to purposely inuring himself to environmental conditions, rolling in 
hot sands in summer and embracing snow covered statues in winter, the better to 
deal with extremes of temperature. He also wore no shoes. In matters of 
sustenance he was said to content himself with plain food and drinking only water. 
In matters of bodily Functions, including masturbation, he carried them out in the 
open air and where he might be seen, such as in the marketplace, again without 
shame or disgrace as any other innocent creature might do. It seems Diogenes did 
not Favour marriage as is expressed in the anecdote in which he replied to a 
questioner asking when a man should marry, "Young men ought not to marry yet, 
and old men never ought to marry at all." He did not practice a pride in appearance 
or the Flattering of others by such means and is reported to have said to a youth 


smartening himself up very carefully, "IF you are doing that for men, you are 
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miserable; and if for women, you are profligate." Diogenes in his habitual 
appearance and practices, then, disdained common yet artificial standards in 


Favour of an uncivilised life. 


What Diogenes is not presented as is a man shy of expressing opinions or as one 
who hides himself away from the business or discourse of others. As one old 
English translation of the account of Diogenes Laertius puts it, “He was very 
violent in expressing his haughty disdain of others.” Diogenes, in fact, is presented 
as someone very clever with words and a master of the put down. On numerous 
occasions he is depicted bandying words with others, from slavers to people who 
are hosting him to notables such as Plato, and on each occasion he showcases a 
caustic wit which is often deeply critical of some thought or idea or current 
practice whilst utilising clever wordplay at the same time. For example, he calls the 
“discussions” Plato has [which is to say his philosophy, in Greek his ‘diatribe’] 
“disguises” [in Greek ‘katatribe’] intending to suggest that what Plato and his 
hearers regard as the greatest of philosophies, philosophies which are revealing 
the order of things are, in fact, shrouds thrown over reality which turn it into 
something it is not. Diogenes is also notable for numerous broadly political 
observations which are critical of the “civilised” context of a Greek city such as 
Athens. He criticises the Dionysian festivals which were at the heart of Greek 
cultural life, the Olympic games which were of similar stature in Greek cultural life 
and denounces demagogues as “ministers of the multitude”. Sometimes he is 
dismissive of human beings in general as when he is reported to have thought of 
them as the most stupid beings of all or as in when, asked where in Greece he saw 


human beings, he answers “Nowhere”. In general terms it can be said that there 
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are many examples of sayings where Diogenes bewails the Fact that human beings 
do not attend to their virtue, which is a matter of asking what is really valuable For 
human beings in who they are and how they live, or to its pursuit and that he 


denigrates human beings generally For that Fact. 


We can see examples of this type of thinking in examples such as the Following: 


He used also to say, "That the musicians fitted the strings to the lyre properly, but 
left all the habits of their soul ill-arranged." And, "That mathematicians kept their 
eyes Fixed on the sun and moon, and overlooked what was under their feet." “That 
orators were anxious to speak justly, but not at all about acting so." Also, "That 
misers blamed money, but were preposterously Fond of it." He often condemned 
those who praise the just for being superior to money, but who at the same time 
are eager themselves for great riches. He was also very indignant at seeing men 
sacrifice to the Gods to procure good health, and yet at the sacrifice eating ina 


manner injurious to health.” 


One thing exampled primarily in these anecdotes is Diogenes’ preference for 
practice over discussion. Diogenes was not a man who extemporised at great 
length about theoretical ideas regarding virtue or philosophy or politics. In Fact, 
one of his criticisms of Plato, and one of his caricatures of him, was as a talker. In 
another story we learn that Diogenes, being read out huge passages at length, 
exclaimed to those about him, “Be of good cheer, my friends, | see land!” when the 
reading stopped. He, in distinction, was a man who concentrated very much on the 


practical, the living, the doing. The virtuous life For Diogenes, and he is presented 
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as one who sought it, for all his antagonistic activities in dialogue with Greek 
civilisation, was one you lived and not one you wrote books about or gave lectures 
about. We can, then, imagine Diogenes wanting to observe how someone lived to 
judge their virtue rather than being told to read a book someone had written 
about it or to attend one of their lectures. We may also see his manner of living as 
the substance of his philosophy and his practice of virtue. He extended this 
practical cast of mind even to himself, of course, and seems to have seen his own, 
often arrogant pronouncements or put downs as teaching for the masses he 
regarded as unenlightened in matters of virtue. For example, a story is told of 
Diogenes becoming a prisoner and being sold as a slave. When asked what he can 
do as a potential slave he answers “Govern men.” He then goes on to tell the 
master of the sale to announce him to potential buyers as “a master” that a buyer 


may purchase For himself. 


Diogenes’ virtue was very anti-civilisation and anti-customary. He seems to have 


argued that all things belong to the wise and the Following argument is provided: 


“Everything belongs to the gods; and wise men are the friends of the gods. All 


things are in common among Friends; therefore everything belongs to wise men." 


Here, although Diogenes acknowledged the gods, which were ubiquitously 
recognised throughout the world of his day, he was no fan of superstition. An 
example here is a tale told about a woman who bent down to honour the gods and 
exposed herself at which point Diogenes made a pithy comment about the god 


standing behind her and seeing her so exposed. His point, of course, was that such 
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a thing was mere superstition and, as such, a nonsense. In the same way, in another 
anecdote, he disdained the notion of purificatory ablutions. Diogenes likewise 
despised logic which was logic For the sake of upholding the principle of logic, logic 
being a human theory and not the practice of nature. So it being argued logically 
that Diogenes had horns, in one anecdote, he puts his hand on his forehead in an 


attempt to Find them and exclaims that he cannot see them. 


But although Diogenes opposed many customs and theoretical aspects of 
civilisation, examples here might be money which he opposed with poverty, law 
which he opposed with the workings of nature and superstition which he opposed 
with everyday experience, he was a man who did use reason and his virtue was not 
presented as unreasonable. Indeed, we may argue that all Diogenes actually did 
was argue for the folly of the things people had come to believe, as exampled in 
the way that they lived, and the sense or reason of the things he showed them 
instead. The whole point of Diogenes’ attitude and approach to virtue was that it 
was not found in codes and laws and customary practices which were entirely 
artificial in their basis and origin. What is there in front of you in nature, so he 
thought, is virtue enough. It is this which is our teacher. It is this which makes us 
human. Consider, for example, the anecdote in which Diogenes is asked what the 
proper time for supper is. He replies, “IF you are a rich man, whenever you please; 
and if you are a poor man, whenever you can.” The point is that there is no “proper 
time for supper”. There never was, regardless of what civilised customs and 
practices now say. You can eat when you are hungry, or when you obtain food, 


whatever time it is. 
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It is at the heart of Diogenes’ conception of virtue that he regards the human 
beings of his experience as those who value the wrong things. So, for example, 
they value what happens in dreams as portentous for them - but they do not so 
value their waking thoughts and neither do they examine them nearly so seriously. 
Likewise, they complain to the gods regarding their luck and yet they value the 
wrong things in life and would not know good fortune from bad in the things that 
occurred to them anyway. In this, Diogenes makes the point that if you use the 
wrong measure your whole system of valuation is askew. Thus Diogenes’ thinking 
that “an easy life had been given to man by the gods, but that it had been overlaid 
by their seeking for honey, cheesecakes, and unguents, and things of that sort.” 
Diogenes’ point is that by building artificiality as an edifice on top of man as an 
animal in nature they had transformed and diverted the course of their lives into 
unnatural things. In a real sense, his claim is that human beings have replaced 
nature with the artificial. But, of course, in doing so, and as habitual creatures who 
manufacture “the normal”, they take the artificial then as exactly that which is 
“normal”, natural itself. This is why Diogenes repeatedly states throughout the 
anecdotes about him that he sees no human beings wherever he goes and why he 
is reported to have gone around in the daylight with a lantern claiming to be 
looking for one. That which is artificial, that which has been recreated on the basis 
of its own error-strewn imaginings, cannot be that which is natural. It has now 
transformed itself and lives opposed to that which it formerly was. Diogenes is 
only called a dog because human beings have so changed themselves that they no 
longer recognise themselves in him. They recognise him as closer to a Feral beast 


that lives in nature - in distinction to their artificial selves. 
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It should be pointed out that although it may not be the case Diogenes chose his 
poverty or his lifestyle, considering the story we have of him originally as the son 
of what we must assume was a relatively wealthy banker, once he Found himself an 
exile and a stateless person without wealth or property he certainly embraced 
these as a means to true virtue, actively glorying in being a “cosmopolites” or 
citizen of the world as he referred to himself. We have ample evidence in the 
anecdotes collected by Diogenes Laertius for his contempt for civilisation, and 
often for specific examples of the civilised, people and things, to maintain that, 
thereafter, his poverty was a choice and one he saw as beneficial both to his living 
and promotion of virtue. We may even suggest, not quite scurrilously, that the 
poverty came first and the story about defacing the currency was tacked on later 
to provide a concrete example of Diogenes’ disdain for both wealth and commerce 
From the point of view of virtue. This was something that came to be a solid Cynic 
trait as others, such as the wealthy Cynic, Crates, would later be said to give their 
vast wealth away for the sake of their Cynic practice. Certainly the story about 
defacing the currency gives Diogenes’ Cynic practice nothing but plaudits in its 


retelling and provides him with solid credentials as a seeker after Cynic virtue. 


Diogenes was a man of zero wealth or financial means in his wanderings around 
Greece and that which he stood for was an entirely non-economic way of life, a 
natural way of life in which there simply is no currency and so no commerce. This, 
in Fact, is why the coin defacing story is so important for it sets Diogenes up as one 
who wishes to negate the very basis of civilisation: the obligation of buying and 
selling and the amassing of wealth through this means. Diogenes himself begged 


out of necessity and what undermines or defeats the purpose of commerce more 
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than the notion that you should just give something to someone because you can 
or because you want to and not because you are required to by some artificial, and 
artificially instigated, obligation? Here we should note it is reported that Diogenes 
called covetousness “the metropolis of all evils” and that he simply stood for 
things like simplicity, Frugality and subsistence in its stead. We might observe here 
that you do not Find any other beings hoarding huge amounts of stuff beyond their 
abilities to utilise. Yet those who call themselves human beings will often collect 
any number of things they even forget they possess. This is but empty, pointless 


greed which does not lead to any Form of virtue. 


Ways of living we learn From Diogenes: 


1. Cosmopolites. He claimed allegiance to a world community. 

2. No money. He defaced currency, physically and metaphorically, and claimed 
wealth and virtue were incompatible. 

3. Askesis. He claimed philosophy and virtue were found in practice not 
theorizing. What matters is how you live. 

4. Poverty. He welcomed it as a teacher that would lead the individual into 
virtue and as one that encouraged the individual to take up virtuous forms 
of life. 

5. Shamelessness. He saw the conventions of the civilised as artificial, empty, 
pointless and corrupting of humanity. 

6. Self-sufficiency. He thought one should be responsible for leading oneself 
into virtuous and philosophical ways and that one could do so on one’s own 


initiative. 
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7. Lamp. He taught that one should shine a light on others, both in their 
unnatural leanings and in the giving of examples for their virtuous 


prosperity. 


Diogenes was not one that taught there was something to stick to. In Greek terms 
he opposed nomos, law, with physis, nature. IF anything, he taught that you should 
be what you are rather than creating yourself as something that you are not. He 
was, thus, a naturalist in this sense and in the sense that he promoted a virtue that 
was anti-artificiality. He took his existence as it came and lived simply, at a 
subsistence level, from day to day. He was one who thought that what was 
important was not simply living but living well where this means living simply in 
accordance with nature, something which, in practice, means taking off the clothes 
of artificiality rather than putting something on. Thus, his near nakedness, having 
only a cloak, is also symbolic of the nature he valued and found meaningful. And he 


did Find it meaningful as this Final anecdote explains: 


When a man said to him, “I am not calculated for philosophy," he said, “Why then 


do you live, if you have no desire to live properly?" 


F: THE ANTIEPISTEMOLOGICAL PHILOSOPHY OF RICHARD RORTY 


The following are all quotations taken from the superfluity of the published 


thoughts of American pragmatist philosopher, Richard Rorty. They are intended to 


demonstrate, in as non-technical a way as possible that doesn’t assume too much 


knowledge of either the content or tradition of academic philosophy, that Rorty 
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conceived of “truth” and “knowledge” as decidedly human things, the kind of 
things which only belief-holding language-users like us would ever have or 
conceive of needing. They were not, then, for Rorty, properties of nature, the 
things after which inquiry seeks or towards which we aim, or things we could grasp 


as such. Instead, they are, and remain, cultural artifacts. Observe and engage: 


“Truth is what your contemporaries let you get away with.” 


“The world does not speak. Only we do. The world can, once we have programmed 
ourselves with a language, cause us to hold beliefs. But it cannot propose a 


language for us to speak. Only other human beings can do that. ” 


“The orthodox tend to think that people who, like the postmodernists and me, 
believe neither in God nor in some suitable substitute, must Feel that everything is 


permitted, that everybody can do what they like.” 


“The reason for thinking that there will be no ‘last’ philosophy is simply that no 


answer can fail to be an answer to a question, and no question can guarantee its 


own permanent relevance.” 


“There is nothing sacred about universality which makes the shared automatically 


better than the unshared.” 


“Truth is a property of sentences, since sentences are dependent for their 


existence upon vocabularies, and since vocabularies are made by human beings, so 
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are truths.” 


“To say that truth is not out there is simply to say that where there are no 
sentences there is no truth, that sentences are elements of human languages, and 
that languages are human creations. The suggestion that truth is out there is a 
legacy of an age in which the world was seen as the creation of a being who had a 


language of his own.” 


“There is nothing to be known about anything except an initially large, and forever 
expandable, web of relations to other things. Everything that can serve as a term 
of relation can be dissolved into another set of relations, and so on forever. There 
are, so to speak, relations all the way down, all the way up, and all the way out in 
every direction: you never reach something which is not just one more nexus of 


relations.” 


“Truth is simply a compliment paid to sentences seen to be paying their way.” 


“There is no way in which tools can take one out of touch with reality. No matter 
whether the tool is ahammer or a gun or a belief or a statement, tool-using is part 
of the interaction of the organism with its environment. To see the employment of 
words as the use of tools to deal with the environment, rather than as an attempt 
to represent the intrinsic nature of that environment, is to repudiate the question 
of whether human minds are in touch with reality - the question asked by the 
epistemological sceptic. No organism, human or non-human, is ever more or less in 


touch with reality than any other organism. The very idea of ‘being out of touch 
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with reality’ presupposes the un-Darwinian, Cartesian picture of a mind which 
somehow swings Free of the causal forces exerted over the body. The Cartesian 
mind is an entity whose relations with the rest of the universe are representational 
rather than causal. So to rid our thinking of the vestiges of Cartesianism, to 
become fully Darwinian in our thinking, we need to stop thinking of words as 
representations and to start thinking of them as nodes in the causal network which 


binds the organism together with its environment.” 


“The quest for certainty - even as a long term goal - is an attempt to escape From 


the world.” 


“Language-users can no more help justifying their beliefs and desires to one 
another than stomachs can help grinding up foodstuffs. The agenda for our 
digestive organs is set by the particular Foodstuffs being processed, and the 
agenda for our justifying activity is provided by the diverse beliefs and desires we 
encounter in our fellow language-users. There [could] only be a ‘higher’ aim of 
inquiry called ‘truth’ if there were such a thing as ultimate justification - 
justification before God, or before the tribunal of reason, as opposed to any 


merely Finite human audience.” 


“Various labels and slogans are associated with [the] antiessentialistic, 
antimetaphysical movement in various Western traditions... my own preferred 
term is pragmatism; among the slogans are ‘Everything is a social construction’ and 
‘All awareness is a linguistic affair’... | want to show how these two slogans come to 


much the same thing. Both are ways of saying we shall never be able to step out of 
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language, never be able to grasp reality unmediated by a linguistic description... 
To say that everything is a social construction is to say that our linguistic practices 
are so bound up with our other social practices that our descriptions of nature, as 
well as of ourselves, will always be a Function of our social needs. To say that all 
awareness is a linguistic affair is to say that we have no knowledge of the kind 
which Bertrand Russell, working in the tradition of British empiricism, called 
‘knowledge by acquaintance’. All our knowledge is of the sort which Russell called 
‘knowledge by description’. IF you put the two slogans together, you get the claim 


that all our knowledge is under descriptions suited to our current social purposes.” 


“For pragmatists, there is no such thing as a nonrelational feature of X, any more 
than there is such a thing as the intrinsic nature, the essence, of X. So there can be 
no such thing as a description which matches the way X really is, apart From its 


relation to human needs or consciousness or language.” 


“We suggest that you think of all... objects as resembling numbers in the following 
respect: there is nothing to be known about them except an initially large, and 
Forever expandable, web of relations to other objects. Everything that can serve as 
the term of a relation can be dissolved into another set of relations, and so on 
Forever. There are, so to speak, relations all the way down, all the way up, and all 
the way out in every direction: you never reach something which is just not one 


more nexus of relations.” 


“Pragmatists think that if something makes no difference to practice, it should 


make no difference to [our] philosophy. This conviction makes them suspicious of 
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the distinction between justification and truth, for that difference makes no 
difference to my decisions about what to do. If | have concrete, specific doubts 
about whether one of my beliefs is true, | can resolve those doubts only by asking 
whether it is adequately justified - by Finding and assessing additional reasons pro 
and con. | cannot bypass justification and confine my attention to truth: 
assessment of truth and assessment of justification are, when the question is 
about what | should believe now, the same activity... This line of thought suggests 
to pragmatists that, although there is obviously a lot to be said about justification 


of various sorts of beliefs, there may be little to say about truth.” 


“Nobody thinks there is a chain of causes that makes mountains an effect of 
thoughts or words. What people like Kuhn, Derrida, and | believe is that it is 
pointless to ask whether there really are mountains or whether it is merely 
convenient for us to talk about mountains. We also think it pointless to ask, For 
example, whether neutrinos are real entities or merely useful heuristic Fictions. 
This is the sort of thing we mean by saying that it is pointless to ask whether reality 
is independent of our ways of talking about it. Given that it pays to talk about 
mountains, as it certainly does, one of the obvious truths about mountains is that 
they were here before we talked about them. IF you do not believe that, you 
probably do not know how to play the language games that employ the word 
"mountain." But the utility of those language games has nothing to do with the 
question of whether Reality as It Is in Itself, apart From the way it is handy for 
human beings to describe it, has mountains in it. That question is about the other, 


non-causal sense of ‘independence.” 
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“Those who wish to ground solidarity in objectivity - call them "realists" - have to 
construe truth as correspondence to reality. So they must construct a metaphysics 
which has room for a special relation between beliefs and objects which will 
differentiate true from false beliefs. They also must argue that there are 
procedures of justification of belief which are natural and not merely local. So they 
must construct an epistemology which has room for a kind of justification which is 
not merely social but natural, springing from human nature itself, and made 
possible by a link between that part of nature and the rest of nature. On their view, 
the various procedures which are thought of as providing rational justification by 
one or another culture may or may not really be rational. For to be truly rational, 
procedures of justification must lead to the truth, to correspondence to reality, to 


the intrinsic nature of things. 


By contrast, those who wish to reduce objectivity to solidarity - call them 
"pragmatists" - do not require either a metaphysics or an epistemology. They view 
truth as, in William James' phrase, what is good for us to believe. So they do not 
need an account of a relation between beliefs and objects called 
‘correspondence,’ nor an account of human cognitive abilities which ensures that 
our species is capable of entering into that relation. They see the gap between 
truth and justification not as something to be bridged by isolating a natural and 
trans-cultural sort of rationality which can be used to criticize certain cultures and 
praise others, but simply as the gap between the actual good and the possible 
better. From a pragmatist point of view, to say that what is rational For us now to 
believe may not be true, is simply to say that somebody may come up with a better 


idea. It is to say that there is always room for improved belief, since new evidence, 
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or new hypotheses, or a whole new vocabulary, may come along. For pragmatists, 
the desire for objectivity is not the desire to escape the limitations of one's 
community, but simply the desire for as much intersubjective agreement as 
possible, the desire to extend the reference of "us" as Far as we can. Insofar as 
pragmatists make a distinction between knowledge and opinion, it is simply the 
distinction between topics on which such agreement is relatively easy to get and 


topics on which agreement is relatively hard to get.” 


“The question of whether truth or rationality has an intrinsic nature, of whether we 
ought to have a positive theory about either topic, is just the question of whether 
our self-description ought to be constructed around a relation to human nature or 
around a relation to a particular collection of human beings, whether we should 
desire objectivity or solidarity. It is hard to see how one could choose between 
these alternatives by looking more deeply into the nature of knowledge, or of 
man, or of nature. Indeed, the proposal that this issue might be so settled begs the 
question in favor of the realist, for it presupposes that knowledge, man, and 
nature have real essences which are relevant to the problem at hand. For the 
pragmatist, by contrast, “knowledge” is, like "truth," simply a compliment paid to 
the beliefs which we think so well justified that, for the moment, further 
justification is not needed. An inquiry into the nature of knowledge can, on his 
view, only be a sociohistorical account of how various people have tried to reach 


agreement on what to believe.” 


“One way of formulating the pragmatist position is to say that the pragmatist 


recognizes relations of justification holding between beliefs and desires, and 
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relations of causation holding between these beliefs and desires and other items 
in the universe, but no relations of representation. Beliefs do not represent 
nonbeliefs. There are, to be sure, relations of aboutness, in the attenuated senses 
in which Riemann's axioms are about Riemannian space, Meinong talks about 
round squares, and Shakespeare's play is about Hamlet. But in this vegetarian 
sense of aboutness, there is no problem about how a belief can be about the 
unreal or the impossible. For aboutness is not a matter of pointing outside the web 
[of beliefs]. Rather, we use the term "about" as a way of directing attention to the 
beliefs which are relevant to the justification of other beliefs, not as a way of 


directing attention to nonbeliefs.” 


“There is no way to divide the world up into internal and external relations, nor 
into intrinsic vs. extrinsic properties — nor, indeed, into things that are intrinsically 
relations and things that are intrinsically terms of relations. For once one sees 
inquiry as reweaving beliefs rather than discovering the natures of objects, there 
are no candidates for self-subsistent, independent entities save individual beliefs 
— individual sentential attitudes. But these are very bad candidates indeed. For a 
belief is what it is only by virtue of its position in a web. Once we view the 
"representation" and "aboutness" relations (which some philosophers have 
supposed to "fix the content" of belief) as Fallout from a given contextualization of 
those beliefs, a belief becomes simply a position in a web. It is a disposition on the 
part of the web to react to certain additions or deletions in certain ways. In this 
respect it is like a thing's value or its valence — it is just a disposition to respond in 


various ways to various stimuli.” 
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“A lot of what Nietzsche had to say can be viewed as following From his claim that 
"knowledge in itself’ is as impermissible a concept as ‘thing-in-itself" and his 
suggestion that "[the categories of reason] represent nothing more than the 


expediency of a certain race and species — their utility alone is their 'truth’." 


“A pragmatist must insist that both redescribability and irreducibility are cheap. It 
is never very hard to redescribe anything one likes in terms that are irreducible to, 
indefinable in the terms of, a previous description of that thing. A pragmatist must 
also insist... that there is no such thing as the way the thing is in itself, under no 
description, apart From any use to which human beings might want to put it. The 
advantage of insisting on these points is that any dualism one comes across, any 
divide which one finds a philosopher trying to bridge or Fill in, can be made to look 
like a mere difference between two sets of descriptions of the same batch of 


things. 


"Can be made to look like," in this context, does not contrast with "really is." It is 
not as if there were a procedure For Finding out whether one is really dealing with 
two batches of things or one batch. Thinghood, identity, is itself description- 
relative. Nor is it the case that language really is just strings of marks and noises 
which organisms use as tools for getting what they want. That Nietzschean- 
Deweyan description of language is no more the real truth about language than 
Heidegger's description of it as "the house of Being" or Derrida's as "the play of 
signifying references." Each of these is only one more useful truth about language 


wae 


— one more of what Wittgenstein called "reminders for a particular purpose. 
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“Here is one way to look at physics: there are some invisible things which are parts 
of everything else and whose behavior determines the way everything else works. 
Physics is the search for an accurate description of those invisible things, and it 
proceeds by finding better and better explanations of the visible. Eventually, by 
way of microbiological accounts of the mental, and through causal accounts of the 
mechanisms of language, we shall be able to see the physicists' accumulation of 


truths about the world as itself a transaction between these invisible things. 


Here is another way of looking at physics: the physicists are men looking for new 
interpretations of the Book of Nature. After each pedestrian period of normal 
science, they dream up a new model, a new picture, a new vocabulary, and then 
they announce that the true meaning of the Book has been discovered. But, of 
course, it never is, any more than the true meaning of Coriolanus or the Dunciad or 
the Phenomenology of Spirit, or the Philosophical Investigations. What makes them 
physicists is that their writings are commentaries on the writings of earlier 
interpreters of Nature, not that they all are somehow "talking about the same 
thing," the jinvisibilia Dei sive naturae toward which their inquiries steadily 


converge. 


Here is a way of thinking about right and wrong: the common moral consciousness 
contains certain intuitions concerning equality, fairness, human dignity, and the 
like, which need to be made explicit through the formulation of principles - 
principles of the sort which can be used to write legislation. By thinking about 
puzzle-cases, and by abstracting from differences between our (European) culture 


and others, we can formulate better and better principles, principles 
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corresponding ever more closely to the moral law itself. 


Here is another way of thinking about right and wrong: the longer men or cultures 
live, the more phronesis they may, with luck, acquire - the more sensitivity to 
others, the more delicate a typology for describing their Fellows and themselves. 
Mingling with others helps; Socratic discussion helps; but since the Romantics, we 
have been helped most of all by the poets, the novelists, and the ideologues. Since 
the Phenomenology of Spirit taught us to see not only the history of philosophy, 
but that of Europe, as portions of a Bildungsroman, we have not striven for moral 
knowledge as a kind of episteme. Rather, we have seen Europe's self-descriptions, 
and our own self-descriptions, not as ordered to subject matter, but as designs ina 


tapestry which they will still be weaving after we, and Europe, die. 


Here is a way of looking at philosophy: from the beginning, philosophy has worried 
about the relation between thought and its object, representation and 
represented. The old problem about reference to the inexistent, for example, has 
been handled in various unsatisfactory ways because of a failure to distinguish 
properly philosophical questions about meaning and reference from extraneous 
questions motivated by scientific, ethical, and religious concerns. Once these 
questions are properly isolated, however, we can see philosophy as a field which 
has its center in a series of questions about the relations between words and the 
world. The recent purifying move from talk of ideas to talk of meanings had 
dissipated the epistemological skepticism which motivated much of past 
philosophy. This has left philosophy a more limited, but more self-conscious, 


rigorous, and coherent area of inquiry. 
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Here is another way of looking at philosophy: philosophy started off as a confused 
combination of the love of wisdom and the love of argument. It began with Plato's 
notion that the rigor of mathematical argumentation exposed, and could be used 
to correct, the pretensions of the politicians and the poets. As philosophical 
thought changed and grew, inseminated by this ambivalent eros, it produced 
shoots which took root on their own. Both wisdom and argumentation became Far 
more various than Plato dreamed. Given such nineteenth-century complications as 
the Bildungsroman, non-Euclidean geometries, ideological historiography, the 
literary dandy, and the political anarchist, there is no way in which one can isolate 
philosophy as occupying a distinctive place in culture or concerned with a 
distinctive subject or proceeding by some distinctive method. One cannot even 
seek an essence for philosophy as an academic Fach (because one would first have 
to choose the country in whose universities' catalogs one was to look). The 
philosophers’ own scholastic little definitions of "philosophy" are merely polemical 
devices intended to exclude From the field of honor those whose pedigrees are 
unfamiliar. We can pick out "the philosophers" in the contemporary intellectual 
world only by noting who is commenting on a certain sequence of historical 
Figures. All that "philosophy" as a name for a sector of culture means is "talk about 
Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Frege, Russell. . . and that lot." 
Philosophy is best seen as a kind of writing. It is delimited, as is any literary genre, 
not by form or matter, but by tradition - a Family romance involving, e.g., Father 


Parmenides, honest old Uncle Kant, and bad brother Derrida. 


There, then, are two ways of thinking about various things. | have drawn them up 


as reminders of the differences between a philosophical tradition which began, 
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more or less, with Kant, and one which began, more or less, with Hegel's 
Phenomenology. The first tradition thinks of truth as a vertical relationship 
between representations and what is represented. The second tradition thinks of 
truth horizontally - as the culminating reinterpretation of our predecessors' 
reinterpretation of their predecessors' reinterpretation. ... This tradition does not 
ask how representations are related to nonrepresentations, but how 
representations can be seen as hanging together. The difference is not one 
between "correspondence" and "coherence" theories of truth - though these so- 
called theories are partial expressions of this contrast. Rather, it is the difference 
between regarding truth, goodness, and beauty as eternal objects which we try to 
locate and reveal, and regarding them as artifacts whose fundamental design we 
often have to alter. The First tradition takes scientific truth as the center of 
philosophical concern (and scorns the notion of incommensurable scientific world- 
pictures). It asks how well other Fields of inquiry conform to the model of science. 
The second tradition takes science as one (not especially privileged nor 
interesting) sector of culture, a sector which, like all the other sectors, only makes 
sense when viewed historically. The first likes to present itself as a 
straightforward, down-to-earth, scientific attempt to get things right. The second 
needs to present itself obliquely, with the help of as many Foreign words and as 
much allusiveness and name-dropping as possible. Neo-Kantian philosophers like 
Putnam, Strawson, and Rawls have arguments and theses which are connected to 
Kant's by a fairly straightforward series of "purifying" transformations, 
transformations which are thought to give clearer and clearer views of the 
persistent problems. For the non-Kantian philosophers, there are no persistent 


problems - save perhaps the existence of the Kantians. Non-Kantian philosophers 


155 


like Heidegger and Derrida are emblematic Figures who not only do not solve 
problems, they do not have arguments or theses. They are connected with their 
predecessors not by common subjects or methods but in the "family resemblance" 
way in which latecomers in a sequence of commentators on commentators are 


connected with older members of the same sequence.” 


“A postmetaphysical culture seems to me no more impossible than a postreligious 


one, and equally desirable.” 


“Pragmatists think that the history of attempts to isolate the True or the Good, or 
to define the word “true” or “good,” supports their suspicion that there is no 
interesting work to be done in this area. It might, of course, have turned out 
otherwise. People have, oddly enough, found something interesting to say about 
the essence of Force and the definition of “number.” They might have found 
something interesting to say about the essence of Truth. But in fact they haven't. 
The history of attempts to do so, and of criticisms of such attempts, is roughly 
coextensive with the history of that literary genre we call “philosophy”—a genre 
Founded by Plato. So pragmatists see the Platonic tradition as having outlived its 
usefulness. This does not mean that they have a new, non-Platonic set of answers 
to Platonic questions to offer, but rather that they do not think we should ask 
those questions any more. When they suggest that we not ask questions about the 
nature of Truth and Goodness, they do not invoke a theory about the nature of 
reality or knowledge or man which says that “there is no such thing” as Truth or 
Goodness. Nor do they have a “relativistic” or “subjectivist” theory of Truth or 


Goodness. They would simply like to change the subject. They are in a position 
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analogous to that of secularists who urge that research concerning the Nature, or 
the Will, of God does not get us anywhere. Such secularists are not saying that God 
does not exist, exactly; they Feel unclear about what it would mean to affirm His 
existence, and thus about the point of denying it. Nor do they have some special, 
Funny, heretical view about God. They just doubt that the vocabulary of theology is 
one we ought to be using. Similarly, pragmatists keep trying to Find ways of making 
anti-philosophical points in non-philosophical language. For they face a dilemma if 
their language is too unphilosophical, too “literary,” they will be accused of 
changing the subject; if it is too philosophical it will embody Platonic assumptions 
which will make it impossible for the pragmatist to state the conclusion she wants 


to reach.” 


“Questions such as “Does truth exist?” or “Do you believe in truth?” seem fatuous 
and pointless. Everybody knows that the difference between true and False beliefs 
is as important as that between nourishing and poisonous Foods. Moreover, one of 
the principal achievements of recent analytic philosophy is to have shown that the 
ability to wield the concept of “true belief” is a necessary condition For being a user 


of language, and thus for being a rational agent. 


Nevertheless, the question “Do you believe in truth or are you one of those 
Frivolous postmodernists?” is often the First one that journalists ask intellectuals 
whom they are assigned to interview. That question now plays the role previously 
played by the question “Do you believe in God, or are you one of those dangerous 
atheists?”. Literary types are frequently told that they do not love truth 


sufficiently. Such admonitions are delivered in the same tones in which their 
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predecessors were reminded that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. 


Obviously, the sense of the word “truth” invoked by that question is not the 
everyday one. Nobody is worried about a mere nominalization of the adjective 
“true”. The question “do you believe that truth exists?” is shorthand for something 
like “Do you think that there is a natural terminus to inquiry, a way things really 
are, and that understanding what that way is will tell us what to do with 


ourselves?” 


Those who, like myself, Find themselves accused of postmodernist frivolity do not 
think that there is such a terminus. We think that inquiry is just another name for 
problem-solving, and we cannot imagine inquiry into how human beings should 
live, into what we should make of ourselves, coming to an end. For solutions to old 
problems will produce fresh problems, and so on Forever. As with the individual, so 
with both the society and the species: each stage of maturation will overcome 


previous dilemmas only by creating new ones.” 


“A poeticized, or post-metaphysical, culture is one in which the imperative that is 
common to religion and metaphysics - to Find an ahistorical, transcultural matrix 
for one's thinking, something into which everything can fit, independent of one's 
time and place - has dried up and blown away. It would be a culture in which people 
thought of human beings as creating their own life-world, rather than as being 


responsible to God or "the nature of reality," which tells them what kind it is.” 
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“What is disturbing about the pragmatist's picture is not that it is relativistic but 
that it takes away two sorts of metaphysical comfort to which our intellectual 
tradition has become accustomed. One is the thought that membership in our 
biological species carries with it certain "rights," a notion which does not seem to 
make sense unless the biological similarities entail the possession of something 
nonbiological, something which links our species to a nonhuman reality and thus 
gives the species moral dignity. This picture of rights as biologically transmitted is 
so basic to the political discourse of the Western democracies that we are troubled 
by any suggestion that "human nature" is not a useful moral concept. The second 
comfort is provided by the thought that our community cannot wholly die. The 
picture of a common human nature oriented towards correspondence to reality as 
it is in itself comforts us with the thought that even if our civilization is destroyed, 
even if all memory of our political or intellectual or artistic community is erased, 
the race is Fated to recapture the virtues and the insights and the achievements 
which were the glory of that community. The notion of human nature as an inner 
structure which leads all members of the species to converge to the same point, to 
recognize the same theories, virtues, and works of art as worthy of honor, assures 
us that even if the Persians had won, the arts and sciences of the Greeks would 
sooner or later have appeared elsewhere. It assures us that even if the Orwellian 
bureaucrats of terror rule for a thousand years the achievements of the Western 
democracies will someday be duplicated by our remote descendants. It assures us 
that "man will prevail," that something reasonably like our world-view, our virtues, 
our art, will bob up again whenever human beings are left alone to cultivate their 
inner natures. The comfort of the realist picture is the comfort of saying not simply 


that there is a place prepared for our race in our advance, but also that we now 


159 


know quite a bit about what that place looks like. The inevitable ethnocentrism to 
which we are all condemned is thus as much a part of the realist's comfortable 


view as of the pragmatist's uncomfortable one. 


The pragmatist gives up the First sort of comfort because he thinks that to say that 
certain people have certain rights is merely to say that we should treat them in 
certain ways. It is not to give a reason for treating them in those ways. As to the 
second sort of comfort, he suspects that the hope that something resembling us 
will inherit the earth is impossible to eradicate, as impossible as eradicating the 
hope of surviving our individual deaths through some satisfying transfiguration. 
But he does not want to turn this hope into a theory of the nature of man. He 
wants solidarity to be our only comfort, and to be seen not to require metaphysical 


support.” 


Richard Rorty put Forward statements and arguments like these for round about 
35 years from the early 70s until his death from cancer in 2007. In doing so, he 
became infamous, in some circles, almost to the degree that his contemporary, 
Jacques Derrida, did. Yet the controversy of his views to some, those we can see 
him often arguing against in his truly prolific amount of output From academic 
books and journals, to interviews and pieces for the general public, is not 
important to me here. Instead, Rorty’s pragmatism is meant, like Nietzsche's 
strong philosophical poetry From There is nothing to stick to, to act as a goad to our 
thinking, to pose the possibility of another point of view. That point of view in this 
case, as with what | took to be Nietzsche's view that there is nothing to stick to, for 


all human beings do is an act of self-creation, is that nature is not a matter of 
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knowledge or truth. So it is not a matter of something we can or should know 
anything ‘pure’ about except in a very vulgar sense more akin to ‘experience 
regarding’ or ‘familiarity with’. Nature does not have a truth it can communicate to 
us and, if we do things ‘the right way’, a way that can, we think, be discovered, we 
will not attain knowledge of a natural, non-humanistic kind, which trumps any 
other kind of knowledge we might get by other means. Therefore, our interaction 
with nature is not about piercing to its essence or ‘getting it right’. Rather, it is 
simply a matter of interaction with it and that interaction causing us to hold beliefs 
about it and have predispositions towards it which our normal activities within it as 


an environment have caused us to have. 


And this is really all | want to say about it although you can surely glean much more 
than that from a reading of the Rorty quotes | have replicated above or from his 
wider work in general which riffs on similar and associated themes. This is because, 
for me, it is the realisation that nature is not the holder of some knowledge 
intrinsic to itself or the guardian of some Edenic truth to which we do not have 
access, but which we need to ‘be in the right’, that is the gateway to walking a 
different path, one in which there is nothing to stick to because nature does not 
have any instructions for us about how to live. It is simply our environment and we 
can interact with it in any ways it causes us to. It means that life, and the nature 
that gives it birth, is not about epistemology, is not about what we know and how 
we know it and making certain that we have done things the right way in order to 
gain access to such precious truth nuggets as ‘the Good’ or ‘the True’. It means that 
what we know and what we call ‘the truth’ are not arbiters of if we are on the right 


or wrong paths in life. It means, in Fact, that in terms of life itself there are no such 


161 


paths for nature does not designate paths which are the right ones and paths 
which are the wrong ones, at least, not as things separate from us and our 
concerns and interests which we could not help having. It means that we make our 
own paths but only on the understanding that we cannot just make any paths for 
we will always know some things and always call some things true and others False 
which is to say only that we will always interact with our environment. This 
environment, in turn, will always contextualise our choices, shape our beliefs and 
limit our Felt options. So the alternative to ‘knowledge’ or ‘the truth’, or even ‘the 
Good’, is not ‘anything goes’. It is, instead, just precisely those circumstances we 
find ourselves in as the people we are. ‘Knowledge’ and ‘the truth’, even on Rorty’s 
philosophy, are never just our’s to pick and choose. In Fact, it is genuinely difficult 
to Find anyone who has ever thought they were. Nature constrains us all, just not 


necessarily in the same way for we have not lived the same lives. 


Nature, for me, then becomes a matter of experience, a word Rorty didn’t always 
like, but which his philosophical hero, John Dewey, did. Nature becomes something 
another of Rorty’s philosophical heroes, William James, spoke of by saying “IF you 
can change your mind, you can change your life” for this thought relies on the 
belief that there is not merely one way to live a life but potentially as many ways as 
there are people. Rorty, in his philosophy, reminds us that there is no need to 
worry about going wrong in this for we will always be never more and never less in 
touch with nature as reality as we do. What nature allows no one else should Feel 
the need to disallow and the ways that nature causes us to change our minds, 
which are made to be flexible and to work by changing, are not ways that others 


should object to if we ourselves become genuinely convinced of them when mixed 


162 


up in the network of relations that nature quite naturally provides with all its 
checks and balances. These things, which may well include the objections of others, 
are all we need to stay ‘grounded’ but, at the same time, they do not bind us to any 
conventional yet somehow transcendent notion of truth or what constitutes 
knowledge that may be propagated by use of realist language, this language 
merely being a form of words or a vocabulary rather than, as it may well claim, 
being the way that nature talks. Nature doesn’t talk, it is not knowing and it has no 


truth to dispense. Nature is not an arbiter; itis an environment instead. 


G: JESUS AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: THE PRACTICE OF A CYNIC JEW 


1. “Do not be anxious about life, what you shall eat, nor about the body, what 
you shall put on. Is not life more than food and the body more than 
clothing?” 

2. “Damn the Pharisees! They are like a dog sleeping in the cattle manger: the 
dog neither eats nor lets the cattle eat.” 

3. “Blessed are the poor, For yours is the kingdom of God.” 

4. “IF anyone does not hate his father and mother he cannot be my disciple; 
and if any one does not hate son and daughter he cannot be my disciple.” 

5. “Foxes have their dens and birds have their nests, but human beings have no 
place to lie down and rest.” 

6. “IF you have money, don’t lend it at interest. Rather, give it to someone from 
whom you won't get it back.” 

7. “The first will be last and the last will be First.” 


8. “Be passersby.” 
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9. “Blessed is the person who has suffered. He has found life.” 


10. “Give to Caesar what is Caesar's. Give to God what is God's.” 


Jesus of Nazareth will be known to most readers as the personage at the centre of 
what is now known as Christianity. Preeminently, we read about him in the pages 
of the Christian New Testament. But it is not that Jesus that | want to speak about 
in this chapter - which is to say that | want to talk about the same historical figure 
but | do not want to present him as these Christian others have presented him and 
as their descendants still wish to present him today. In my own researches into the 
historical figure of Jesus - which are extensive and, beginning as an undergraduate 
in a department of biblical studies, now extend to over 20 years of work and 6 
books of my own - a different figure has emerged, a Cynic Jew whom | have, half 
jokingly and half seriously, described as Elijah the prophet of Jewish history 


crossed with Diogenes of Sinope of Greek fame. 


To this figure are ascribed, to be sure amongst many others, the ten sayings 
quoted above. They are all, so | am going to argue, things of Cynic cast and so they 
are all matters in which, in some sense, we are encouraged to let go of civilised 
thinking and civilisation itself by Jesus of Nazareth. This, | want to say, was his own 
“nothing to stick to” where this is at least a letting go and a giving up of things 
thought regular and normal by those so civilised but not thought healthy or 
virtuous by Jesus himself. Putting these ten thoughts together we will get 
something of an image of the mentality of Jesus which you may wish to find 
suggestive of the historical character of the man but here | do not intend to write 


at length about that as | have in other places. Instead, | want to focus on the 
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meaning of these sayings and what they have to say about nothing to stick to and 


every step being on the path. 


The first of the ten sayings | have chosen could easily have been said by a secular 
Cynic For it is standard Cynic wisdom. Cynics in general were known For being very 
lightly attired, a simple cloak being their noteworthy item of attire, and for eating 
whatever was at hand, often simply From what grew openly in the Fields. They were 
not those who valued wardrobes of fine clothes or lavish meals, both of which 
would have cost money - about which more very soon. In both cases, in fact, we can 
argue that Cynics [and now apparently Jesus] were wary of such things and the 
decadence involved in them. In the context of virtue, the art of living well as a 
human being, one has to ask after the consequences of coming to value fine 
clothes and exquisite banquets. Might they not seem to be diverting one away 
from simpler and more natural truths? Cynics valued simple lives exactly because 
they thought simplicity taught virtue. In that context, lack of simplicity, increasing 
complication, can only lead to lack of it. So here Jesus with his “Don’t worry about 


Food and clothing” saying. He is teaching a simple and virtuous life in doing so. 


The Pharisees were historically a school of Judaism during the Second Temple 
period of Judaism which ended with the destruction of Jerusalem [and so its 
temple] by the Romans in 70CE. Thereafter, Pharisaical beliefs would form the 
basis of what went on to become Rabbinic Judaism. They stood opposed to other 
Forms of Judaism at that time such as the more elitist and priestly Sadducees or 
the more hermetic Essenes or the more confrontational Zealots. So it is a point in 


the historical Favour of the texts that make mention of them in relation to Jesus 
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that they are there. Pharisees were known for believing in an oral as well as the 
written law [which basically means interpretations and applications of what was 
written down in the Jewish law, the books of Moses], for believing in resurrection, 
and for favouring the second and third collections of books, the prophets and the 
writings, that would go on to make up the Jewish holy book, the Tanakh. They 
were a grouping, as we sometimes see in the gospels of the New Testament, which 
were concerned with a practical living of daily life in tune with the law of Moses 
and had developed complex rules and rituals for its strict obedience. As 
forerunners of what would became the major form of Judaism after 70CE they are 


an important grouping in the story of its history. 


Not that any of this seems to have found favour with Jesus, however. The gospels 
report several incidents in which Jesus interacts with them which, even if Fictional, 
speak to the relevance and importance of both him and them in the need for the 
text to address them. In chapter 2 of Mark's gospel, for example, we see related a 
collection of encounters between Pharisees [or their ‘scribes’] and Jesus in which 
Jesus’ activities clash with their established practices. Mark 7:1-23 is a Further 
example in which Pharisaical rules for ritual washing are ignored by Jesus who 
teaches, instead, that “what comes from inside” is what defiles rather than dirt you 
may not have washed off, much less the lack of a mere performance of a ritual 
washing. But in the saying | have quoted above what we get is a condemning of the 
Pharisees whole and entire For their practice which Jesus sees as a blocking of the 
road ahead. There he accuses of them of blocking the road for all concerned by 
their procedures and so he essentially condemns those who will go on to be the 


religious authorities of the faith in their “civilisation” of Jewish religious beliefs. 
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Jesus, instead, rails against the notion that correct living can be codified in the 
performance of rituals and speaks to a much more authentic expression of duty in 
a self-discipline which concentrates on intention and motivation. In Mark 7 Jesus 
can even accuse the Pharisees of, essentially, overcomplicating the matter of duty 
to God by making their codes and rituals the only allowable means to that duty’s 
Fulfillment. In so doing, he argues that, in fact, such understandings are nothing to 
stick to. All one has to do is to have regard to oneself and one’s virtue as what 


comes “From the heart”. 


My third saying is another that is classically Cynic in its eulogising of poverty. Here 
Jesus pronounces the poor - AND ONLY THE POOR - blessed. In doing so we must 
also read this as the lack of blessedness For the wealthy and, indeed, a eulogising 
of poverty over wealth which, we may observe, is a complete reversal of civilised 
values. Here Jesus does not say, in one of the verities of our own times, that “God 
helps those who help themselves” neither does he mention anything about work 
or earning money. He simply says that the highest riches he can think of - the 
kingdom of God - are the reward of the poor which, as historical Jesus scholar John 
Dominic Crossan points out, actually means the “destitute”, those who have 
nothing. Here Jesus seems to pronounce this blessing simply because they are 
poor. It is their state of poverty which earns the blessing, suggesting, at the very 
least, that poverty is a blessed state to be in and we may note that this is not a 
thought of most conventional civilisations. We may then Further compare this idea 
favourably with the reported lifestyle of Diogenes who lived by begging or from 
nature whilst skulking around the buildings of Athens or Corinth, perhaps 


sometimes making a discarded barrel or tub his home and having only a cloak for 
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clothing. He, too, preached a simplicity of poverty as an aid to virtue and 
blessedness and he, too, saw wealth as an undesirable state which led one away 
From the reward of virtue. We may, then, see in this saying some of Jesus’ own 
beliefs as expressed in his own, different context in that “the kingdom of God”, 
which was what Jews generally longed to see, was a matter of poverty and being 
poor in earthly terms, a matter of a different set of values. Here wealth is nothing 
to worry about and nothing to stick to even as, in my First saying, food and clothing 


weren't either. 


In the ancient world the primary economic unit was the Family. In this context my 
fourth saying seems to charge a coach and horses right through such an idea when 
Jesus says that there are things more important than this. Family, in fact, is clearly 
nothing to stick to for Jesus who, elsewhere, was reported to have left his own 
family, which many conjecture may have been without a father figure since Joseph 
is nowhere mentioned in Jesus’ adult life. His mother and siblings, then, may well 
have been relying on the eldest son for their survival as part of the Family unit but 
he seems to have had better things to do, one of which was telling parents to hate 
their children and children to hate their parents. Elsewhere, there is a story about 
Jesus in which his genetic Family members come to collect him but he refers to 
those who share an understanding with him in familial terms instead, this, in turn, 
suggesting that Jesus sees nothing to stick to in genetic kinships as the saying | 
quote here also likewise suggests. Of course, the context of this saying here is also 
one of being his disciple which means nothing other than following him, 
metaphorically or literally speaking. This is, then, a saying about the kind of virtue 


Jesus offers and what its demands may involve. Genetic Family, and civilised 
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understandings about its importance, are nothing to stick to and what Jesus offers 
instead is seen by him as the more necessary duty, a duty to virtue and 


authenticity. 


The fifth saying plays on the concept of rest but also assumes an itinerant scenario. 
Animals quite naturally build homes for themselves from what is to hand from a 
Few twigs for birds to a hole in the ground for a fox. But what about human beings? 
Jesus says they have nowhere to rest. But what human beings have nowhere to 
rest? Only those who have no home because they are wandering itinerants. This 
can be viewed here in a double sense as, on the one hand, a reflection on this state 
of itinerance but, on the other hand, as a recommendation for we have only just 
read a saying in which Jesus tore the traditional Family unit apart. IF you have now 
become estranged from your family then it is quite likely you may have nowhere to 
live as a result. But given that Jesus counts the destitute as “blessed” we should 
not see having “nowhere” to lay your head as a bad thing. On the contrary, with the 
picture that is being built up we may see it as necessary for virtue or a Future state 


of blessedness. 


With the sixth saying above we see the theme of poverty as one that is deliberately 
articulated and required for, should one do as this saying says, there can only be 
one result: your own destitution. Here Jesus not only tells people to ignore the 
prevailing civilised economic practice - lending at interest - but he tells such people 
to purposefully give it to someone who not only will not give them the interest 
back but they won’t give them the initial money back either! This saying, then, 


displays a complete contempt, both for notions of fair exchange and for market 
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economics. Jesus encourages people to gift their money, if they have any, to 
people who won't pay it back which will inevitably result in their own poverty. We 
may consider, then, that Jesus sees little use For money except giving it away in a 
way that completely devalues it much as Diogenes himself was known as a defacer 
and devaluer of the currency of his homeland and, thereafter, of civilisation 
generally. There is absolutely no thought here For what can be done with money 
and its value as currency is completely disregarded. The thought is that if someone 
can be helped by the money then they should be and without the thoughts 
implanted by notions of finance or economics which may require getting 
something back for your trouble or “fair exchange” or other such ideas. Jesus, 
however, finds these notions nothing to stick to and implicitly judges and 
disregards them with this saying. IF people need something and you have it, just 


give it to them. 


The seventh saying makes sense of earlier sayings | have already remarked upon. It 
is simple, to the point, and a judgment and valuation of the worth of people in 
civilised society generally: “the First shall be last and the last shall be First.” This is a 
saying that, very simply, disarms the social climbing and strata of social society and 
all that goes into such things, not the least of which is the wealth and possessions 
those thought by civilisation to be ‘first’ will have and those thought ‘last’ won’t 
have. The saying intersects very nicely with the “blessedness” of “the poor” or with 
those who have left Family and have no home. The saying pronounces these people 
the real “First”, regardless of appearances in the eyes of civilised society, and those 
who such civilisation lauds and honours as last. It is, then, an expression of a 


completely different system of valuation to that which civilisation uses and sets 
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Jesus at odds with civilisation itself as it is presented to him in his time and place. 


So, having got this Far, we should not be surprised to find the simple saying, “Be 
passersby” as our eighth saying here, a saying which, quite simply, recommends 
itinerancy and encourages people to such a lifestyle. This lifestyle, as we have 
already seen, is one of poverty, lack of home and family and one without money. 
Such a lifestyle, we may rightly infer, does not involve living with the value system 
of society and civilisation as these sayings of Jesus are generally and consistently 
implying. Instead, it is about a different set of values and different ways to virtue. 
This, it seems to me, at least implies that the mode of living is implicated in the 
Fruits, virtuous or otherwise, it produces. Can one imagine that Jesus would have 
recommended itinerancy where that itself was not implicated in producing the 
outcomes he wanted to see? Jesus, we may then argue, was about producing new 
forms of humanity and community much as other Cynics, by their habitual 
performance, were too. As such, being a “passerby” wasn’t coincidental to this: it 


was what it was all about and was an active means to “decivilisation”. 


The archetypal Figures for Greek Cynics were said to be Heracles, he of the twelve 
labours, amongst other things, and Odysseus, he of the ten year journey home 
from Troy after the Trojan War. Both of these figures, Figures about whom great 
stories were told, suffered, laboured or toiled and these things are eulogised later 
in Greek culture as essential to how we evaluate their characters. They are, in Fact, 
why Cynics took them as their examples. This is highly relevant to our ninth saying 
here which waxes lyrical on exactly such a theme. Here “suffering” [although 


‘labour’ or ‘toil’ do just as well as translations] is regarded as pertinent to reward 
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which, in this case, is called “life”. Life itself, whether here literal or, more likely, 
metaphorical, is something that all people want so it is relevant that Jesus Finds 
such a difficult but necessary road to it. We may have read the previous eight 
sayings with some disbelief as Jesus dismantled the evaluations of civilised society 
but one thing not there envisaged was that doing so would be easy or a walk in the 
park. Here Jesus explicitly acknowledges the burden of it but that doesn’t make it 
any less necessary. Perhaps somewhat like Nietzsche, in this Jesus thinks suffering 
beneficial. Like poverty before it, suffering is a Further path to blessing and what is 
necessary should not be put off by its difficulty. As in Heracles and Odysseus, such 


labours end up being matters of credit and good character. 


The tenth and final saying here concerns civil authority generally. Jesus, in his 
saying about giving to Caesar what is Caesar’s and giving to God what is God's, 
relativizes the former by reference to the latter. For Jesus, God is the perfect 
example of virtue, although there is a lot more to it than this which we cannot go 
into here. In my context here, however, the important point is that civil authority, 
and in his time and place there could be no greater such thing than that 
exemplified by Rome, did not have any call upon him except that which was its 
business and with which it was concerned. So here Jesus does not promote 
resistance to the state [he was being asked about paying taxes] but he does 
suggest that the duty to God [and so to virtue] is greater which might mean 
ignoring civil authority at some imagined Future point. Indeed, | recommend a 
somewhat metaphorical reading here with “Caesar” doing service as civilisation 
and “God” doing service as the requirement to be virtuous which, in the context of 


religious myth, is thought pleasing to him. The latter should then clearly be 
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regarded as the more important duty and the lesser only a relative one should you 
happen to be tangled up within it. IF we imagine other, more civilisation-Friendly 
things Jesus could have said in this context we will perhaps get a better handle on 
the cleverness of this saying, something which does not seek to overtly makes an 


enemy of civilisation but which puts it in its place. It, too, is nothing to stick to. 


H: PEOPLE ON NATURE: A SELECTION OF QUOTES AS MOOD MUSIC, AS 


ORIENTATION AND AS PROVOCATION 


From nature as a naive, innocent, unknowing environment which has nothing to 
say, either about truth or anything else, and in the interaction with which our task 
is neither to know things about it nor gain the truth it does not have to tell us, we 
move to more general thoughts about nature as we ask ourselves more widely 
about it. Consider the Following collection of thoughts and as slowly as you need 


to: 


“A human being is a part of the whole called by us universe, a part limited in time 
and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feeling as something 
separated From the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This 
delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to 
affection For a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves From 
this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and 


the whole of nature in its beauty.” — Albert Einstein 
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“You do not have to be good. You do not have to walk on your knees for a hundred 
miles through the desert, repenting. You only have to let the soft animal of your 
body love what it loves. Tell me about despair, yours, and | will tell you mine. 
Meanwhile the world goes on. Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 
are moving across the landscapes, over the prairies and the deep trees, the 
mountains and the rivers. Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, are 
heading home again. Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, the world offers 
itself to your imagination, calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting — over 


and over announcing your place in the Family of things.” — Mary Oliver 


“| like it when a Flower or a little tuft of grass grows through a crack in the 


concrete. It's so fuckin' heroic.” — George Carlin 


“There is a pleasure in the pathless woods, There is a rapture on the lonely shore, 
There is society, where none intrudes, By the deep sea, and music in its roar: | love 


not man the less, but Nature more” — Lord Byron 


“The best remedy for those who are afraid, lonely or unhappy is to go outside, 
somewhere where they can be quite alone with the heavens, nature and God. 
Because only then does one feel that all is as it should be and that God wishes to 
see people happy, amidst the simple beauty of nature. As longs as this exists, and it 
certainly always will, | know that then there will always be comfort for every 
sorrow, whatever the circumstances may be. And | Firmly believe that nature brings 


solace in all troubles.” — Anne Frank 
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“A quiet secluded life in the country, with the possibility of being useful to people 
to whom it is easy to do good, and who are not accustomed to have it done to 
them; then work which one hopes may be of some use; then rest, nature, books, 


music, love For one's neighbour — such is my idea of happiness.” — Leo Tolstoy 


“Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth Find reserves of strength that will 
endure as long as life lasts. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated 
refrains of nature -- the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring after 


winter.” — Rachel Carson 


“We need the tonic of wildness... At the same time that we are earnest to explore 
and learn all things, we require that all things be mysterious and unexplorable, that 
land and sea be indefinitely wild, unsurveyed and unfathomed by us because 
unfathomable. We can never have enough of nature... Live in each season as it 
passes; breathe the air, drink the drink, taste the fruit, and resign yourself to the 


influence of the earth.” — Henry David Thoreau 


“The poetry of the earth is never dead.” — John Keats 


“When despair For the world grows in me and | wake in the night at the least sound 
in Fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, | go and lie down where the 
wood drake rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron Feeds. | come into 
the peace of wild things who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief. | 
come into the presence of still water. And | feel above me the day-blind stars 


waiting with their light. For a time | rest in the grace of the world, and am free.” — 
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Wendell Berry 


“The creation of a thousand Forests is in one acorn.” — Ralph Waldo Emerson 


“The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green 
thing that stands in the way. Some see nature all ridicule and deformity... and some 
scarce see nature at all. But to the eyes of the man of imagination, nature is 


imagination itself.” — William Blake 


“Rest is not idleness, and to lie sometimes on the grass under trees on a summer's 
day, listening to the murmur of the water, or watching the clouds float across the 


sky, is by no means a waste of time.” — John Lubbock 


“IF we surrendered to earth's intelligence we could rise up rooted, like trees.” — 


Rainer Maria Rilke 


“Does anything in nature despair except man? An animal with a foot caught in a 
trap does not seem to despair. It is too busy trying to survive. It is all closed in, to a 
kind of still, intense waiting. Is this a key? Keep busy with survival. Imitate the 
trees. Learn to lose in order to recover, and remember that nothing stays the same 
for long, not even pain, psychic pain. Sit it out. Let it all pass. Let it go.” — May 


Sarton 


“This grand show is eternal. It is always sunrise somewhere; the dew is never all 


dried at once; a shower is forever falling; vapor is ever rising. Eternal sunrise, 
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eternal sunset, eternal dawn and gloaming, on sea and continents and islands, each 


in its turn, as the round earth rolls.” — John Muir 


“lam pessimistic about the human race because it is too ingenious for its own 
good. Our approach to nature is to beat it into submission. We would stand a 
better chance of survival if we accommodated ourselves to this planet and viewed 
it appreciatively, instead of skeptically and dictatorially.” — E.B. White 


“Nature is pleased with simplicity. And nature is no dummy” — Sir lsaac Newton 


“What though the radiance which was once so bright Be now for ever taken From 
my sight, Though nothing can bring back the hour Of splendour in the grass, of 
glory in the Flower; We will grieve not, rather Find Strength in what remains behind; 
In the primal sympathy Which having been must ever be; In the soothing thoughts 
that spring Out of human suffering; In the Faith that looks through death, In years 


that bring the philosophic mind.” — William Wordsworth 


“Go outside. Don’t tell anyone and don’t bring your phone. Start walking and keep 
walking until you no longer know the road like the palm of your hand, because we 
walk the same roads day in and day out, to the bus and back home and we cease to 
see. We walk in our sleep and teach our muscles to work without thinking and | 
dare you to walk where you have not yet walked and | dare you to notice. Don’t try 
to get anything out of it, because you won't. Don’t try to make use of it, because 
you can’t. And that’s the point. Just walk, see, sit down if you like. And be. Just be, 
whatever you are with whatever you have, and realise that that is enough to be 


happy. There’s a whole world out there, right outside your window. You'd be a fool 


177 


to miss it.” — Charlotte Eriksson 


“Sit down before fact as a little child, be prepared to give up every preconceived 
notion, follow humbly wherever and to whatever abysses nature leads, or you shall 
learn nothing. | have only begun to learn content and peace of mind since | have 


resolved at all risks to do this.” — Thomas Huxley 


“So, now | shall talk every night. To myself. To the moon. | shall walk, as | did 
tonight, jealous of my loneliness, in the blue-silver of the cold moon, shining 
brilliantly on the drifts of fresh-Ffallen snow, with the myriad sparkles. | talk to 
myself and look at the dark trees, blessedly neutral. So much easier than facing 
people, than having to look happy, invulnerable, clever. With masks down, | walk, 
talking to the moon, to the neutral impersonal Force that does not hear, but 


merely accepts my being. And does not smite me down.” — Sylvia Plath 


“When someone doesn't show up, the people who wait sometimes tell stories 
about what might have happened and come to half believe the desertion, the 
abduction, the accident. Worry is a way to pretend that you have knowledge or 
control over what you don't--and it surprises me, even in myself, how much we 
prefer ugly scenarios to the pure unknown. Perhaps fantasy is what you Fill up 
maps with rather than saying that they too contain the unknown.” — Rebecca 


Solnit 


“Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of nature. And that is because, in the 


last analysis, we ourselves are a part of the mystery that we are trying to solve.” — 
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Max Planck 


“It's the idea that people living close to nature tend to be noble. It's seeing all 
those sunsets that does it. You can't watch a sunset and then go off and set Fire to 
your neighbor's tepee. Living close to nature is wonderful for your mental health.” 


— Daniel Quinn 


“Listen to the trees as they sway in the wind. Their leaves are telling secrets. Their 
bark sings songs of olden days as it grows around the trunks. And their roots give 
names to all things. Their language has been lost. But not the gestures.” — Vera 


Nazarian 


“Walking, | can almost hear the redwoods beating. And the oceans are above me 
here, rolling clouds, heavy and dark. It is winter and there is smoke from the Fires. It 
is a world of elemental attention, of all things working together, listening to what 
speaks in the blood. Whichever road | follow, | walk in the land of many gods, and 
they love and eat one another. Suddenly all my ancestors are behind me. Be still, 
they say. Watch and listen. You are the result of the love of thousands.” — Linda 


Hogan 


“Everything in nature invites us constantly to be what we are.” — Gretel Ehrlich 


“| bequeath myself to the dirt to grow From the grass | love IF you want me again 


look for me under your boot-soles. You will hardly know who | am or what | mean 


But | shall be good health to you nonetheless And Filter and Fibre your blood.” — 
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Walt Whitman 


“You desire to LIVE "according to Nature"? Oh, you noble Stoics, what fraud of 
words! Imagine to yourselves a being like Nature, boundlessly extravagant, 
boundlessly indifferent, without purpose or consideration, without pity or justice, 
at once fruitful and barren and uncertain: imagine to yourselves INDIFFERENCE as 
a power—how COULD you live in accordance with such indifference? To live—is 
not that just endeavouring to be otherwise than this Nature? Is not living valuing, 
preferring, being unjust, being limited, endeavouring to be different? And granted 
that your imperative, "living according to Nature," means actually the same as 
"living according to life"—how could you do DIFFERENTLY? Why should you make a 
principle out of what you yourselves are, and must be? In reality, however, it is 
quite otherwise with you: while you pretend to read with rapture the canon of your 
law in Nature, you want something quite the contrary, you extraordinary stage- 
players and self-deluders! In your pride you wish to dictate your morals and ideals 
to Nature, to Nature herself, and to incorporate them therein; you insist that it 
shall be Nature "according to the Stoa," and would like everything to be made 
after your own image, as a vast, eternal glorification and generalism of Stoicism! 
With all your love for truth, you have forced yourselves so long, so persistently, 
and with such hypnotic rigidity to see Nature FALSELY, that is to say, Stoically, that 
you are no longer able to see it otherwise—and to crown all, some unfathomable 
superciliousness gives you the Bedlamite hope that BECAUSE you are able to 
tyrannize over yourselves—Stoicism is self-tyranny—Nature will also allow herself 
to be tyrannized over: is not the Stoic a PART of Nature?... But this is an old and 


everlasting story: what happened in old times with the Stoics still happens today, 
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as soon as ever a philosophy begins to believe in itself. It always creates the world 
in its own image; it cannot do otherwise; philosophy is this tyrannical impulse itself, 
the most spiritual Will to Power, the will to "creation of the world," the will to the 


causa prima.” — Friedrich Nietzsche 


“The fact that a cloud from a minor volcanic eruption in Iceland—a small 
disturbance in the complex mechanism of life on the Earth—can bring to a 
standstill the aerial traffic over an entire continent is a reminder of how, with all its 
power to transform nature, humankind remains just another species on the planet 


Earth.” — Slavoj Zizek 


“When mice run, cats give chase.” — Rachel Vincent 


“Wherever forests have not been mowed down, wherever the animal is recessed in 
their quiet protection, wherever the earth is not bereft of four-Footed life - that to 
the white man is an ‘unbroken wilderness.’ But for us there was no wilderness, 
nature was not dangerous but hospitable, not forbidding but friendly. Our Faith 
sought the harmony of man with his surroundings; the other sought the 
dominance of surroundings. For us, the world was full of beauty; For the other, it 
was a place to be endured until he went to another world. But we were wise. We 
knew that man's heart, away from nature, becomes hard.” — Chief Luther Standing 


Bear 


“How can we distinguish what is biologically determined from what people merely 


try to justify through biological myths? A good rule of thumb is ‘Biology enables, 
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Culture forbids.’ Biology is willing to tolerate a very wide spectrum of possibilities. 
It’s culture that obliges people to realize some possibilities while Forbidding 
others. Biology enables women to have children — some cultures oblige women to 
realize this possibility. Biology enables men to enjoy sex with one another - some 
cultures forbid them to realize this possibility. Culture tends to argue that it 
forbids only that which is unnatural. But from a biological perspective, nothing is 
unnatural. Whatever is possible is by definition also natural. A truly unnatural 
behavior, one that goes against the laws of nature, simply cannot exist.” — Yuval 


Noah Harari 


“When one loses the deep intimate relationship with nature, then temples, 


mosques and churches become important.” — Jiddu Krishnamurti 


“What you encounter, recognize or discover depends to a large degree on the 
quality of your approach. Many of the ancient cultures practiced careful rituals of 
approach. An encounter of depth and spirit was preceded by careful preparation. 
When we approach with reverence, great things decide to approach us. Our real 
life comes to the surface and its light awakens the concealed beauty in things. 
When we walk on the earth with reverence, beauty will decide to trust us. The 
rushed heart and arrogant mind lack the gentleness and patience to enter that 


embrace.” — John O'Donohue 


“For me, trees have always been the most penetrating preachers. | revere them 


when they live in tribes and Families, in Forests and groves. And even more | revere 


them when they stand alone. They are like lonely persons. Not like hermits who 
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have stolen away out of some weakness, but like great, solitary men, like 
Beethoven and Nietzsche. In their highest boughs the world rustles, their roots 
rest in infinity; but they do not lose themselves there, they struggle with all the 
Force of their lives For one thing only: to Fulfil themselves according to their own 
laws, to build up their own form, to represent themselves. Nothing is holier, 
nothing is more exemplary than a beautiful, strong tree. When a tree is cut down 
and reveals its naked death-wound to the sun, one can read its whole history in the 
luminous, inscribed disk of its trunk: in the rings of its years, its scars, all the 
struggle, all the suffering, all the sickness, all the happiness and prosperity stand 
truly written, the narrow years and the luxurious years, the attacks withstood, the 
storms endured. And every young farm boy knows that the hardest and noblest 
wood has the narrowest rings, that high on the mountains and in continuing 
danger the most indestructible, the strongest, the ideal trees grow.” — Hermann 


Hesse 


“| have been finding treasures in places | did not want to search. | have been 
hearing wisdom from tongues | did not want to listen to. | have been Finding 
beauty where | did not want to look. And | have learned so much from journeys | 
did not want to take. Forgive me, O Gracious One; for | have been closing my ears 
and eyes for too long. | have learned that miracles are only called miracles because 
they are often witnessed by only those who can can see through all of life's 
illusions. | am ready to see what really exists on other side, what exists behind the 
blinds, and taste all the ugly Fruit instead of all that looks right, plump and ripe.” — 


Suzy Kassem 
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“Who would deduce the dragonfly from the larva, the iris from the bud, the lawyer 
From the infant? ...We are all shapeshifters and magical reinventors. Life is really a 


plural noun, a caravan of selves.” — Diane Ackerman 


“To see ten thousand animals untamed and not branded with the symbols of 
human commerce is like scaling an unconquered mountain For the First time, or like 
Finding a Forest without roads or footpaths, or the blemish of an axe. You know 
then what you had always been told -- that the world once lived and grew without 
adding machines and newsprint and brick-walled streets and the tyranny of 


clocks.” — Beryl Markham 


“There are in nature neither rewards nor punishments — there are consequences.” 


— Robert G. Ingersoll 


“Inebriate of Air — am | — And Debauchee of Dew — Reeling — thro endless 


summer days — From Inns of Molten Blue —” — Emily Dickinson 


“The world is not to be put in order. The world is order. It is For us to put ourselves 


in unison with this order.” — Henry Miller 


“Every living organism is Fulfilled when it Follows the right path for its own nature.” 


— Marcus Aurelius 


“Arguments for preservation based on the beauty of wilderness are sometimes 


treated as if they were of little weight because they are "merely aesthetic”. That is 
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a mistake. We go to great lengths to preserve the artistic treasures of earlier 
human civilisations. It is difficult to imagine any economic gain that we would be 
prepared to accept as adequate compensation for, for instance, the destruction of 
the paintings in the Louvre. How should we compare the aesthetic value of 
wilderness with that of the paintings in the Louvre? Here, perhaps, judgment does 
become inescapably subjective; so | shall report my own experiences. | have looked 
at the paintings in the Louvre, and in many of the other great galleries of Europe 
and the United States. | think | have a reasonable sense of appreciation of the Fine 
arts; yet | have not had, in any museum, experiences that have Filled my aesthetic 
senses in the way that they are Filled when | walk in a natural setting and pause to 
survey the view from a rocky peak overlooking a forested valley, or by a stream 
tumbling over moss-covered boulders set amongst tall tree-Ferns, growing in the 
shade of the forest canopy, | do not think | am alone in this; for many people, 
wilderness is the source of the greatest Feelings of aesthetic appreciation, rising to 


an almost mystical intensity.” — Peter Singer 


“Humans! They lived in a world where the grass continued to be green and the sun 
rose every day and flowers regularly turned into fruit, and what impressed them? 
Weeping statues. And wine made out of water! A mere quantum-mechanistic 
tunnel effect, that'd happen anyway if you were prepared to wait zillions of years. 
As if the turning of sunlight into wine, by means of vines and grapes and time and 
enzymes, wasn't a thousand times more impressive and happened all the time...” 


— Terry Pratchett 
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“The universe is so unhuman, that is, it goes its way with so little thought of man. 
He is but an incident, not an end. We must adjust our notions to the discovery that 
things are not shaped to him, but that he is shaped to them. The air was not made 
For his lungs, but he has lungs because there is air; the light was not created For his 
eye, but he has eyes because there is light. All the forces of nature are going their 
Own way; man avails himself of them, or catches a ride as best he can. IF he keeps 
his seat, he prospers; if he misses his hold and falls, he is crushed.” — John 


Burroughs 


“Our Fantastic civilization has Fallen out of touch with many aspects of nature, and 
with none more completely than with night. Primitive folk, gathered at a cave 
mouth round a fire, do not fear night; they Fear, rather, the energies and creatures 
to whom night gives power; we of the age of the machines, having delivered 
ourselves of nocturnal enemies, now have a dislike of night itself. With lights and 
ever more lights, we drive the holiness and beauty of night back to the forests and 
the sea; the little villages, the crossroads even, will have none of it. Are modern 
Folk, perhaps, afraid of night? Do they fear that vast serenity, the mystery of 
infinite space, the austerity of stars? Having made themselves at home in a 
civilization obsessed with power, which explains its whole world in terms of 
energy, do they Fear at night For their dull acquiescence and the pattern of their 
beliefs? Be the answer what it will, today's civilization is Full of people who have 
not the slightest notion of the character or the poetry of night, who have never 
even seen night. Yet to live thus, to know only artificial night, is as absurd and evil 


as to know only artificial day.” — Henry Beston 
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“Today something unusual happened; | was walking without even knowing, where | 
was going. | was smiling without any cause. | was just happy without reasons. | can 
tell you that birds do sing, leaves of trees, do dance, and it’s beautiful. | am, a 
complete nature boy! Maybe, | was fully satisfied that sunlight was Falling on my 
cheek. | got the power to love myself, nature and rest of humankind. Cheers, 


Everyone!” — Santosh Kalwar 


“| sat wondering: Why is there always this deep shade of melancholy over the Fields 
and river banks, the sky and the sunshine of our country? And | came to the 
conclusion that it is because with us Nature is obviously the more important thing. 
The sky is free, the Fields limitless; and the sun merges them into one blazing 
whole. In the midst of this, man seems so trivial. He comes and goes, like the Ferry- 
boat, from this shore to the other; the babbling hum of his talk, the Fitful echo of 
his song, is heard; the slight movement of his pursuit of his own petty desires is 
seen in the world's market-places: but how Feeble, how temporary, how tragically 
meaningless it all seems amidst the immense aloofness of the Universe! The 
contrast between the beautiful, broad, unalloyed peace of Nature—calm, passive, 
silent, unfathomable,—and our own everyday worries—paltry, sorrow-laden, strife- 
tormented, puts me beside myself as | keep staring at the hazy, distant, blue line of 
trees which Fringe the fields across the river. Where Nature is ever hidden, and 
cowers under mist and cloud, snow and darkness, there man Feels himself master; 
he regards his desires, his works, as permanent; he wants to perpetuate them, he 
looks towards posterity, he raises monuments, he writes biographies; he even goes 
the length of erecting tombstones over the dead. So busy is he that he has not 


time to consider how many monuments crumble, how often names are forgotten!” 
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— Rabindranath Tagore 


“Modern life seems to recede Further and further away from nature, and closely 
connected with this fact we seem to be losing the feeling of reverence towards 
nature. It is probably inevitable when science and machinery, capitalism and 
materialism, go hand in hand so far in a most remarkably successful manner. 
Mysticism, which is the life of religion in whatever sense we understand it, has 
come to be relegated altogether in the background. Without a certain amount of 
mysticism there is no appreciation for the Feeling of reverence, and, along with it, 


For the spiritual significance of humility.” — D.T. Suzuki 


“| don’t have a philosophy: | have senses... IF | talk about Nature, it’s not because | 
know what it is, But because | love it, and that’s why | love it, Because when you 
love you never know what you love, Or why you love, or what love is. Loving is 


eternal innocence, And the only innocence is not thinking.” — Alberto Caeiro 


“Nature is never wrong.” — Janna Levin 


“Il went to the springs while the sun was still up, and sitting on a rocky outcrop 
above the cave mouth | watched the light grow reddish across the misty pools, and 
listened to the troubled voice of the water. After a while | moved Farther up the 
hill, where | could hear birds singing near and far in the silence of the trees. The 
presence of the trees was very strong...The big oaks stood so many, so massive in 
their other life, in their deep, rooted silence: the awe of them came on me, the 


religion.” — Ursula K. Le Guin 
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“So, that was Nature's way. The mosquito felt pain and panic but the dragonfly 
knew nothing of cruelty. Humans would call it evil, the big dragonfly destroying 
the mosquito and ignoring the little insects suffering. Yet humans hated 
mosquitoes too, calling them vicious and bloodthirsty. All these words, words like 
‘evil’ and 'vicious', they meant nothing to Nature. Yes, evil was a human invention.” 


— John Marsden 


“Everything in nature is lyrical in its ideal essence, tragic in its Fate, and comic in its 


existence.” — George Santayana 


“We are here because one odd group of fishes had a peculiar fin anatomy that 
could transform into legs for terrestrial creatures; because the earth never froze 
entirely during an ice age; because a small and tenuous species, arising in Africa a 
quarter of a million years ago, has managed, so far, to survive by hook and by 


crook. We may yearn for a ‘higher answer’— but none exists” — Stephen Jay Gould 


“We were bred of earth before we were bred of our mothers. Once born, we can 
live without mother or Father, or any other kin, or any Friend, or any human love. 
We cannot live without the earth or apart From it, and something is shrivelled in a 
man's heart when he turns away from it and concerns himself only with the affairs 


of men.” — Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings 


“What a marvellous cooperative arrangement - plants and animals each inhaling 


each other's exhalations, a kind of planet-wide mutual mouth-to-stoma 


resuscitation, the entire elegant cycle powered by a star 150 million kilometres 
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away.” — Carl Sagan 


“Most of us believe that eating meat is natural because humans have hunted and 
consumed animals for millennia. And it is true that we have been eating meat as 
part of an omnivorous diet for at least two million years (though For the majority of 
this time our diet was still primarily vegetarian). But to be fair, we must 
acknowledge that infanticide, murder, rape, and cannibalism are at least as old as 
meat eating, and are therefore arguably as 'natural' - and yet we don't invoke the 
history of these acts as justification For them. As with other acts of violence, when 
it comes to eating meat, we must differentiate between natural and justifiable.” — 


Melanie Joy 


“Nature does not ask your permission, she has nothing to do with your wishes, and 
whether you like her laws or dislike them, you are bound to accept her as she is, 


and consequently all her conclusions.” — Fyodor Dostoyevsky 


I: SOME THOUGHTS ON NATURE IN A REFLECTIVE MOOD 


Everything around us is natural don't Fight it 


Don't disagree with this and that, no 


Astrology, Evolution, this-and-that-ity 


This religion and that, no 


And if they were not meant to be 


Well don't you think they wouldn't be? 
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And if they were not meant to be 


Well don't you think they wouldn't be? oh 


Your beliefs, philosophy, don't give us peace 
Destruction of our enemy, does it makes us right? 
And if you took them apart and destroyed them all now one by one 
This still won't make it work no 
And if they were not meant to be 
Well don't you think they wouldn't be? 
And if they were not meant to be 


Well don't you think they wouldn't be? oh 


Everything we like and don't like is whole and natural 
| know is doesn't Feel like it and the world seems wrong 
But if we don't like it now then who can we blame? 


Blame god, be still, Find a harmony... 


And if they were not meant to be 
Well don't you think they wouldn't be? 
And if they were not meant to be 


Well don't you think they wouldn't be? oh 
The words above are the lyrics to the song “Natural” by the Buddhist singer and 


songwriter, Howard Jones, and they express his Buddhist beliefs, as do many of 


the lyrics to his songs. They are, naturally enough in the context of this essay, 
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about ‘the natural’ and they express the belief that everything that is is natural, For 
the natural is exactly everything that can come to be. In this, like and don’t like are 
utterly irrelevant, and imagining that the outworking of any ego-driven agenda can 
tame the Fecundity of possibility that Jones imagines as the natural is vain and 
ultimately pointless. Jones recommends that we just accept all that is coming into 
and going out of being and co-exist with it all. Nature neither requires our 


agreement nor heeds our disagreement. 


Yet looking at this two problems might immediately stand out for contemporary, 
Western readers. The first is that it seems as if Jones is saying “anything goes”. The 
second is the apparent licentiousness that this seems to mandate. | want to answer 
these charges not in terms of defending the lyrics to a song but in reference to the 
character of nature and the natural itself. What actually is the character of nature 


and what is natural? 


That “anything goes” is the not so secret Fear of anyone who thinks that there is 
some kind of fixed morality or that the universe goes about its business in 
accordance with fixed laws. For those who see fixity all around the only apparent 
thing they can see if you deny this fixity is that, in that case, you must be saying 
that “anything goes”. This is, in Fact, not the case at all. The context of nature, | 
want to say, is not actually a matter of fixed laws or fixed morality, which are a 
claiming too much, a going beyond what we can demonstrate, but of constraint. It 
is, in Fact, constraint which is the primary context of a physical system such as the 
one we inhabit and such as nature is. And it seems to me that pretty much 


everyone already and pre-reflectively agrees with this since all alike would agree 
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that, in any given situation you can imagine, not just anything could happen there 
and then. Certain things could happen, perhaps even something unlikely or 
unexpected could happen. But not just anything could happen. This is to say, in as 
non-controversial a way as possible, that the “anything goes” charge is not 
something anyone truly believes at all, including those who may sometimes accuse 
others of believing it. Nature, then, is not a ‘free-for-all’ but it is a system which will 
allow anything to happen, in any given or imagined situation, that can or could 


happen. But that is itself never ‘anything’. 


The second issue | raised was that of ‘licentiousness’ which is something associated 
with ‘anything goes’ without being exactly the same thing. For those who fear 
licentiousness fear that nature actually has no opinion about, or allows, things that 
they think should not be allowed. For example, what view does nature take on 
pedophilia, or incest, or rape, or bestiality? It takes no view. All these things are 
possible in nature. And yet all people who want to seem sane and just, and many 
who wouldn't, would say that these things were completely wrong and some, I’m 
certain, would claim that they are also “unnatural” as well. Yet | must insist that on 
the latter charge they are wrong. We cannot say that these things, and others, are 
“unnatural” for it is nature itself which expressly allows them and without passing 


any opinion about them, or judgment upon them, whatsoever. 


There are a few further points | can make about this. First, in nature that 
something CAN happen doesn’t mean that it SHOULD happen. Nature’s enabling of 
certain courses of action is not its moral imprimatur to carry out that action. 


Nature, | would argue, has no opinions and mandates no action on moral or any 


193 


other grounds. So ‘can’ does not mean ‘should’. But, secondly, CAN does also not 
mean WILL either. That something can happen doesn’t mean it will happen. 
Possibility is not eventuality or inevitability. Thirdly, as Melanie Joy raised towards 
the end of the second section of this essay, we have to consider that what nature 
itself is silent about in its enabling and allowance of, may NOT be something that 
we find we could justify to a representative or imagined group of other human 
beings. It is quite likely, in Fact, that if you were open about indulging in any of the 
four examples of natural behaviour | have given that you would face immediate 
human consequence and judicial sanction. So what | would actually argue in 
relation to activities such as these is that, yes, nature does enable what to some 
might seem like a certain licentiousness by their human, cultural standards. Yet, in 
doing so, it has not given its approval nor mandated that they should be carried 
out, nor declared them morally in order. Nature does not have a morality and, as 
such, morality itself, and what that does and doesn’t have to do with nature, is 


something we need to consider now. 


Morality, as | see it, comes from groups of human beings. Morality, in all cases, is 
human-shaped. Morality is, then, rhetorical, ideological, Fictional, and artificial. 
Morality is a code of behaviour that humans, in theory if not always in practice, can 
justify by the giving of reasons. The Fact that it is this, | would argue, is another 
example of its human origin for nature knows nothing of reasons. Yet this, 
historically, has become a problem for some. An example of this would be 
Diogenes the Cynic who | made reference to in There is nothing to stick to. For 
Diogenes, the more artificial things became, the more dehumanising they became. 


Archetypally, this was civilisation as best exampled by the Greek city state in his 
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own time and place. Yet, in theory, anything sufficiently artificial would and could 
be seen as dehumanising and unnatural by a Cynic following the line of thinking 
Diogenes and other Cynics established. This is why Diogenes famously went 
through the marketplace of a city, in a common anecdote shared about him, 
looking for ‘ho anthropos’ - the Greek for ‘human being’. It was his view that cities 
made human beings less human and so, by being closer to the natural rather than 
the artificial, that humanity was more vividly actualised. Cities, whilst physically 
being built environments, themselves artificial, are also places where artificial 
morals and customs are born and where they are put in place to prosper not being 
human but the actual artificial environment itself, to facilitate its existence and 
Further growth. Meanwhile, out in the fields, the Cynics would live according to 
whatever nature, in its careless bounty, afforded them, in their eyes actualising 
their humanity in ways that the civilised city dwellers were deliberately hindering 
by their so doing. Such people, in naturalistic Cynic eyes, lived less than Fully human 


lives. 


Here again with ‘morality’ we come upon some things already mentioned in 
thinking about this. The First is that can does not mean should. If morality is itself 
not natural in its force or appeal, if it is artificial as | claim and even though it is 
certainly a natural development, then its force can only be rhetorical Force and 
that force can only be strengthened by physical and political Force. These are all 
matters of human beings and their desire to impose their will upon others. It is, 
when intensified, the bellum omnium contra omnes. Morality, as will be observed, is 
often a case of the more powerful forcing the less powerful to submit to their 


morals. Here, regardless of rhetorical claim, what is decisive is that one group has 
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the power to make another group submit. Then again, however, we should recall 
Howard Jones’ refrain From “Natural”: “And if they were not meant to be well don’t 
you think they wouldn’t be?” Nature, we must say, is not something that operates 
like a human morality even though the humans that have themselves developed 
morality were developed through entirely natural means themselves. Yet what we 
may say about nature and morality and people together is this: if we want people 
Free to live ‘according to nature’ - which those such as Diogenes would insist was to 
be MORE human - then they should be free to live according to nature’s amorality 
rather than the moralities of human beings. The former is natural, the latter 
artificial. Yet we might here also consider the notion that humanity's culture of 
morality might, in Fact, be a game the species plays with itself which only, in the 
end and in that ‘war of all against all’, serves to further the more natural game of 


survival itself. Perhaps the cultural activity ‘morality’ serves a more natural purpose 


behind its own back. Perhaps. 


And so we come to reflect on the ‘state of nature’ itself. | have used the quotes in 
my second section here to guide my thoughts on this and those quotes were fairly 
randomly selected as | attempted to mimic the kismet or providence of nature in 
the necessary selection process involved. Nature, we may say, is not a human 
organisation of things; it is that ‘free’, constrained choice of the ‘what can happen’ 
that will happen. This ‘free, constrained choice’ is not bound by our traditions, 
customs or understanding either. In a song which takes the 20th saying of the Tao 
Te Ching as its subject matter, Howard Jones, in a Further song titled “Is There A 


Difference?” tries to express this lyrically: 
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Is there a difference between yes and no? 
Is there a difference between up and down? 
Must | Fear what others Fear? 

What nonsense! 

Some people are content 
Enjoying things that belong to tradition 
With the seasons they cast their lot 


Without a question 


Other men are clear and bright and solid 
Other men are sharp and clever and jolly 


And we go 


Is there a difference between high and low? 
Is there a difference between then and now? 
Do we have to live in pain and fear? 


What nonsense! 


People are drifting like the waves on the sea 
Without direction like the restless wind 
Not knowing forward, not knowing back 


Just existing 


Other men are strong and full of courage 


Other men are witty and Full of knowledge 
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And we go 


Other men are clear and bright and solid 
(| alone am drifting on the sea) 
Other men are sharp and clever and jolly 
(Restless like the wind) 


And we go 


Is there a difference? 
Is there really a difference? 
Yes and no 
Is there a difference? 
Is there really a difference? 


Up and down 


Is there a difference? 
Is there really a difference? 


High and low 


Is there a difference? 
Is there really a difference? 


Then and now 


Is there a difference? 


Is there really a difference? 
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Yes and no 


Is there a difference? 
Is there really a difference? 


Up and down 


Is there a difference? 


Is there really a difference? 


The truth of the lyrics of this song, as, | believe, with the 20th saying of the Tao Te 
Ching, is that, For all human learning, for all its measurements and judgments and 
quantifications, there is something missing, something it lacks. What it lacks is that 
nature itself does not measure, judge or quantify. Human beings become knowing 
in order to instrumentalise and to use - and then they misconstrue that knowledge 
as knowledge of nature itself, as an understanding inherent to nature. Yet nature 
neither instrumentalises nor uses. It just exists. It is not knowing. As the Tao Te 
Ching says in that 20th saying, then, all that is needed for human beings is “to cast 
off selfishness and temper desire”. Then we can see a way in which there might not 
ultimately be a difference at all and in which all the knowing activity of human 


beings can be cast aside for the pursuance of more natural lives. 


Yet, as humans, we know of certain “drives” and we see these drives in nature too. 
‘All things wish to survive’ is something we imagine to be common to all living 
things, even if only as instinct or autonomic Function. Therefore, things must feed, 


must reproduce, must often be in community to increase their chances of survival, 
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etc. Things seem to be fulfilling a purpose even if it was one nature gave them 
when it birthed them rather than one they chose for themselves. In this context we 
can remember George Carlin’s love for the tuft of grass that Forces its way through 
a crack in the concrete, taking account of the smallest amount of soil with its 
necessary nutrients that provide it with the sustenance to hang in there, part of a 
much greater whole that comprises all living things. This “part of a wholeness” was 
something that Albert Einstein Focused on in the first comment from the previous 
section of this essay and it unites him completely with thought such as that which 
is Taoist. Yet this part/whole conception also serves to point out that human 
beings are not themselves nature or, indeed, nature’s authorised biographers or 
interpreters. Human beings always and only speak for themselves and not nature. 


The part can speak about the whole but never from or for the whole. 


With this in mind, there are Further things we can put forward about nature and its 
character. One is that nature is a place of possibility yet not without a degree of 
predictability. In a given or imagined situation some outcomes are probably more 
likely than others yet we must always, at the same time, be prepared for that 
unexpected event or process that can happen nevertheless. Here the character of 
nature is that if something can happen then it sometimes will. Yet, again at the 
same time, there is also the Feeling here that nature has no overarching plan; there 
is no guide, no “intelligent design”, no blueprint. Nature is not trying to get 
anywhere and there is no Ziel or goal in all this. Nature is just a big engine of 
possibility. IF it can happen, it will. For some this is a problem since they themselves 
feel a need for purpose or intention but it must be plainly stated that although 


nature often gives human beings these things, and seems to distribute a more 
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primitive instinct for certain things more widely, this does not seem to be 
something that nature as a whole has. Nature exists because it can. And that is all. 
It doesn’t want, have purposes or intentions in doing so, or aim at any particular or 


general outcome. 


Ironically, the lack of these things in nature may act as a kind of release valve For 
the human being who, unlike nature in general, is beset by all of these things and 
may experience them as burdens. This, | think, is why so many human beings, and | 
quoted several above, experience ‘being in nature’ as a release From the artificial 
world of human creation, intention and purpose. It is also perhaps why certain 
human beings, those, for example, of Buddhist or Taoist persuasion, traditions 
which Focus on balance and being ‘at one with all things’ and that intend to join 
with nature in its imagined manner of operation, practice these spiritual traditions 
in an imagined therapeutic way. Their testimony is that the human being can be 
trained to be more in phase with nature as it manifests itself and that this acts as 
an aid to human well being. This then feeds back into my previous thoughts about 
‘can’ and ‘should’ in that, although nature gave us a need for purpose or intention, 
it did not do so by making us robots who are slaves to such things. It is always a 
matter of their use and our focus - and we can even train ourselves to 
progressively abandon or negate such features of our make up and become more 
like nature in her manner of operation. The human being, then, a child of nature, is 
not fixed but presents as having the possibility for a variation of possible lives. 


What can happen will happen? 
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Yet this raises the question of ‘the human’, what we might here call human culture, 
and nature. Are these opposites? Are they antagonistically in opposition in their 
operation? We may say, | think, that they can be distinguished and variously 
identified. Yet they are also seemingly symbiotic and this is understandable as any 
and every human culture was birthed by and from nature. Yet so prodigious has 
nature been in equipping human beings, and human culture, that it has, quite 
unknowingly, of course, given birth to a creature which, in its cultural endeavours, 
can begin to destroy that which gave it life. This is to say that the Function (and 
sometimes the purpose) of human culture, either deliberately or merely through 
lack of care or neglect, can be to destroy nature. Nature, of course, does not care. 
At no time does nature care how much of it exists, or as what, or how much of it 
doesn’t. Nature in general, in Fact, doesn’t even care if it does exist. And why 
should it when we can usefully point out that everything that exists effectively 
came from nothing? Nature, thought of as the entirety of the system of ‘what is’, 
has always created from nothing. Were there nothing once again, a scenario which 
vastly over-estimates humanity's power to destroy and negate, who is to say that a 
new nature, a new universe, would not come into existence in ways we cannot 
even begin to Fathom? Here | like to think of human culture in ways analogous to 
the role of Neo as ‘The One’ in the Matrix films. In the second Film of the trilogy 
Neo has a Famous talk with The Architect who tells him that, rather than The One 
being an actual saviour Figure, the saviour figure is, in Fact, a role that is acted out 
as a Function of The Matrix itself. Once The One has performed his role he returns 
to The Source and we all go round again. Human culture is a bit like that, | think. It 
is playing a role, barely perceived, perhaps even only instinctively felt, in a much, 


much greater whole. Rather than being saviours, human beings are merely 
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Functions. As with The One, they over-exaggerate their importance but, given time, 


they will soon be put in their place. 


This place, of course, is the context of nature as a whole, which is, was and always 
will be, our perennial and eternal context. This nature, it has been observed, seems 
to have its own natural rhythms that go with the habitat it provides as an 
environment. It is said by some, even many, that becoming attuned to this, perhaps 
in phenomena as diverse as the seashore, a river or stream, a walk through wooded 
areas or even the feeling of sunlight or rain on your face, is to promote ‘a more 
elemental feeling’ than that which comes From a world of human creating. Here 
nature is again an escape From the deliberate, the knowing, the purposeful, the 
intentional. It offers, instead, a poetic mysticism such as that found in the words of 
Thoreau or Keats above. This is “the tonic of wildness” or “the poetry of the earth”. 
We recognise nature’s differentness, that it is not bound to purpose, to intention, 
to worry, to desire, as we are. It just is. It speaks its own strangely naive and 
beautiful language that is nothing to do with the need to ‘make sense’ as ours is. It 
seems somehow more primal, more elemental, more basic, more Fundamental. 
And, of course, it is. All creation comes from the abstract nothingness of nature 


and this is nothing but a mystery to us. 


What human being with their knowing, understanding and explaining can make 
something as amazing as a tree? Nature makes trees by the million and without 
even knowing or caring that it is doing so and without even having a reason for 
doing it. It just happens because it can. It is by analogy to such miracles that the 


Taoist asks people to live according to an ethic of “non-action” or “actionless 
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action” which is to mimic the nature that makes trees. The moral, of course, is that 
lacking intentions, purposes and desires is not to say amazing things cannot 
happen. Amazing things are all around us which no one set out to create and we 
are among them! It was non-action which made our world and so us and all the life 
we are witness too. It was non-action which created the many views we stare at, 
open-mouthed. Perhaps this is why William Blake said that “nature is imagination 
itself”. Nature, then, is pure existence without judgment, meaning, purpose, desire 
or intent. Nature is unconcerned change, a constant becoming or imagining if we 


stay with Blake’s idea. 


Yet in this recognition there is a question: is nature innocent or simple? Is it both? 
Or neither? Here we have opportunity to distinguish human beings from nature 
once more for we are lots of things it is not. Human beings want to get to know 
and understand things so they can use them to their imagined benefit. Nature 
does not do that. Nature just Flows Forwards in whatever ways it can. IF one thing 
cannot happen, then something else will. Or perhaps nothing will. What does it 
matter? Since nature has no purpose or intent ‘what happens next’ is of little 
importance. Nature is, of course, consequential but only in a way in which there is 
indifference to consequentiality. Here | remember the British Farmer, James 
Rebanks, once telling a story of how nature will allow a sheep's horns to grow right 
into its head if you let them, killing the sheep that has grown them. It can happen 
and so it sometimes does. Nature gives birth to a sheep whose natural processes 
then kill it. Rebanks, as a responsible Farmer, has to cut the horns of sheep whose 
horns might develop in this way. Nature is unknowing and irresponsible. It doesn’t 


act with an eye to the future. It just acts and in this is both a kind of innocence and 
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a kind of complexity that Functions as a simplicity. Nature has a complete lack of 
guile. It is not wily. It does not need to be smart. It doesn’t survive on its wits. It is 
not looking for what will follow as a consequence. Consequences happen and 
causes have effects but nature remains unconcerned about them and impervious 


to them in its ubiquitous flexibility. 


This brings us back to morality. Morality is not such an innocence and we are not 
innocent. Morality is a kKnowingness or, as the Bible describes it in Genesis 2-3, a 
Fall. Human beings have morality exactly because they cannot be innocent or act 
innocently. The Genesis story, which is much cleverer and deeper than many 
dismissive people imagine, links lack of innocence with desire to know in what | 
read as an ancient warning to the people of the earth about separating themselves 
From the earth and so the nature that gave them birth. In that mythology it is, of 
course, bound up with a god figure but this should not distract us from this 
Fundamental point in a story in which this god is bound up intimately with nature 
through creation in any case. The human beings desired lack of innocence, they 
craved to know, and then, when they did know, losing their innocence in the 
process, they experienced it as a loss, as pain and as a Fall from grace. Nature is 
that grace and we have often ever since distinguished ourselves From it and set 
ourselves above it, seeking to master the innocence we once gave up through even 
more and more knowing. Genesis, | believe, teaches us that this can never be the 
case for innocence and knowing cannot mix. Like matter and anti-matter, they 
cannot exist in the same space. Too rarely do human beings learn from nature in 
the sense of attempting to become like nature itself is. Writer Rebecca Solnit 


pronounces herself surprised that “we prefer ugly scenarios to the pure unknown” 
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and here the “ugly scenarios” are those of our knowing and “the pure unknown” is 
the innocence of nature. Nature is the pure unknown. It is the unknowing, the 
uncaring, the unknowable, the place where knowledge ceases to matter or exist. In 
contrast, human beings appear very much like those depicted in yet another song 


by Howard Jones, this time “Hunger for the Flesh”: 


Spare a thought for the souls 
Who cannot leave this earth 
The attachments bind so tightly, not a chance 
Not a chance of a new birth 
The river gently beckons 
But the answer is no 
Gripping their illusions 
They cannot let them go 
Hunger For the Flesh 
Leads them to a weaker heart 
Mortals who imprisoned themselves 


Let them have a new start 


Wishing to hold onto life and all its games 
Singing their lament song 
Holding back the change 

They came here for to dance 
To learn and not to cling 


Holding onto life 
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As if it were the important thing 


Hunger For the Flesh 
Hunger For security 
Caught up in the mesh 
Caught up For eternity 
Hunger For the Flesh 
Hunger For security 
Caught up in the mesh 
Caught up For eternity 
The river gently beckons 
But the answer is no 
Gripping their illusions 
They cannot let them go 
Hunger For the Flesh 
Leads them to a weaker heart 
Mortals who imprison themselves 
Let them have a new start 


Let them have a new start 


Hunger For the Flesh 
Hunger For security 
Caught up in the mesh 
Caught up For eternity 


Hunger For the Flesh 
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Hunger for security 
Caught up in the mesh 


Holding back the change 


This song directly addresses the question of what matters and so of meaning, 
something apparent to the human being in most cases but not apparent in nature 
in general. IF we ask this question only from our own personal perspective, and 
without wider context, itis our life and security that matters. But the wider you go 
and the more context you bring into this question the more our own personal 
meaning and value recedes. Currently, as | write, there are renewed waves of 
environmental concern for the earth in numerous directions. We have the 
campaign Extinction Rebellion on the one hand and, in the USA, politicians such as 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez talk of a “Green New Deal” which they imagine will 
remedy our planet’s environmental problems and allow (human) business as usual 
to carry on without dramatic and world-altering events occurring which may hinder 


our (self-) imagined progress. 


Yet |, with a perhaps much wider context on the issues, that of nature as a whole as 
the system of all that is, ask myself what the worst that can happen actually is. 
This, it would seem to me, would be the entire destruction of life on earth, the 
essential neutralisation of life on our planet. | am told that this would be horrific 
and devastating and for those that are going away no doubt that might be true. 
But our planet, the only one any of us will likely ever have any direct experience of, 
is not even a pinprick in the totality of everything that exists. IF we simply 


disappeared who would even be around to care? Would anything miss this planet? 
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My point is that we humans are so small-minded. Our thought is not nearly big 
enough. Nature is much, much bigger than us. It is so beyond needing or requiring 
us to be around to direct it or Fix it or even be a part of it. So I’m totally on board 
with that part of George Carlin’s act in the past where he spoke of “human 
arrogance” towards nature as if its purpose was us. We have a big shock coming if 
we continue to believe such nonsensical things. But then we have that same big 
shock coming one day anyway. Nature is not really into permanence. Its much more 
into change. So don’t “grip your illusions” too tightly. You can’t “hold back the 


change”. 


And so the question returns again once more, as it always seems to: what are we 
and what is our place in all this? The metaphor of The Matrix returns again, too. The 
One played a role in a system. Even in the end, in that last conversation between 
The Architect and The Oracle, it was suggested that real world changes would not 
last forever. It was a tacit acknowledgement, of course, that nothing ever does. For 
millions of years our own planet existed and we did not. We appear and then 
imagine this planet is “ours” like New World colonialists claiming land not our’s is 
now our own. But what then is the role of human beings in the system that is 
nature? Itis, as it can only ever be, to be what we are. This cannot be sugar-coated. 
While some paint us as the altruistic ones who are easily led astray, others, perhaps 
characters in films such as Agent Smith from The Matrix, describe humans as “a 
virus”. Yet, at the end of the day, whether altruists or viruses, we are insignificant 
and the ‘matrix’ that is our planet can easily be shut down and made into 
something else by nature. It will be anyway. It is inevitable. In this, nature teaches 


us humility. It also teaches us limitation. It teaches us constraint and circumstance 
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and consequence. It teaches us, in Fact, that we need nature but it does not 
necessarily need us. As The Architect says to Neo in sinister Fashion: “There are 
losses we are prepared to accept”. Nature, we should be in no doubt, would be 
able to take the loss of us and our planet. It wouldn’t even raise a hint of 


recognition that we had disappeared. 


In this way, we can see an egotistical and narcissistic set of human cultures as ways 
to recreate nature or as new natures we attempt to create more under our control. 
The overarching thing humans seem to care about is control whether of each other 
or over nature. As transhumanists try to invent ways to live forever and 
technocrats try to plug people into an electronic world they increasingly cannot 
exist without, this reveals a human blindness: that human beings are not in control 
of nature! In truth, human beings are engulfed and overwhelmed by nature even as 
they are, moment by moment, subject to its all-powerful constraints. We are one 
volcanic eruption away from a year of worldwide winter even as we are one 
asteroid strike away from extinction even as we stand one disease or accident 
away from death. Nature is a place of eternal consequence and the human beings 
who have used their nature to pursue cultures of control inevitably end up fearing 
being controlled themselves the most. We see this too in Neo’s reaction to The 
Architect when told, in The Matrix Reloaded, that he is merely a Function of the 
system. “Bullshit! | don’t believe it!” he is heard to say. But it is true nevertheless. 
Yet the matrix that is nature does not care about our feelings or opinions on the 
matter. It just works as it can. And, unlike The Matrix, you cannot argue with 
nature. Nature is never wrong. Nature is innocent of knowing. Nature is innocent 


of thinking. Nature is guilt-free. Nature is, thus, due human reverence as 
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something transcendent far above it yet also as something far more immanent 
than we could ever be. IF we want a source, that is it. Nature is the way of all things, 
what a Taoist would call ‘the Tao’. It is this way we humans need to acknowledge, 
respect and attune ourselves to - as we recognise when we take time out to 
appreciate the sunshine, be inhabited by the Feeling of a particular view, cuddle an 
animal and Feel the natural communion of touch or sit in the shade of a particular 
tree. That should be the normal, not the exceptional. The normal is not human 
control but human acceptance in humility of its place in an anarchic harmony of all 


things. 


Yet when we think of nature we will perhaps more immediately think of things 
such as animal cruelty or vegetarianism and veganism or the extinction of 
individual species. We will be told, with a straight face, that, for example, 
extinction of species is very serious as if nature itself was weeping when the truth 
is that it was nature itself which created the possibility and enabled and allowed it 
to happen through its own special agents: us! (Although it is also true to say that 
things will go extinct whether we exist or not. Always have, always will!) Yes, it is 
human beings which created pain, evil, suffering and misery. Other things can hurt, 
perhaps more than we can know, but they do not feel these specifically human 
things no matter how much they do. This, in case you are wondering, is not to be 
callous or indifferent to the sufferings of others. | still think and believe we should 
aim to reduce examples of all of these things even though | do not think | can claim 
‘nature’ as my mandate to do such a thing. It is, | think, more to do with nature’s 
gift of the instinct to survive and to prosper all things in the furtherance of that 


same gift as much as we can and to the best of our own ability. Yet nature does not 
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implore us to be vegans. Nature does not stop us killing For Food while creating 
thousands of other creatures that prey upon each other for survival. Nature is not 
a human being and its interpretation is not to be given in human language, thought 


or emotions. 


It comes to this: nothing has to exist. That which exists exists because it can and it 
may very easily go away again because it can as well. Nature is Fragile, contingent, 
changing, flexible about its arrangements. There are questions about which bits 
are and aren’t necessary at any given time - although nature itself knows nothing 
of time and time is irrelevant to it. Nature swallows time as it swallows being and 
non-being before regurgitating them back out again. As beings of nature, formed 
from nothing, we need nature to exist, both From an originary standpoint but also 
from a sustaining and maintaining standpoint. There is a reason people feel more 
alive ‘in nature’. Yet nature doesn’t need us. We should never forget who is the real 
boss and what it is that gives us the Free gift of life in a commonwealth of all things 
that exist without reason. This, | imagine, is why some spiritual traditions engage in 
silent meditation. Nature speaks, yet without words. As human beings, we need to 
find ways to mimic nature in this and many other ways in which it operates and, | 


would maintain, for our own good as long as we are to survive. 


| Finish this section of my essay, enigmatically, with yet more lyrics From a Howard 


Jones song. This time the song is “Hide and Seek”: 


There was a time when there was nothing at all 


Nothing at all, just a distant hum 
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There was a being and he lived on his own 
He had no one to talk to, and nothing to do 
He drew up the plans, 
learnt to work with his hands 
A million years passed by and his work was done 


And his words were these... 


Hope you find it in everything, 
everything that you see 
Hope you find it in everything, 
everything that you see 
Hope you Find it, hope you find it 


Hope you Find me in you 


So she had built her elaborate home 
With its ups and its downs, 
its rains and its sun 
She decided that her work was done, 
time to have fun 
and Found a game to play 
Then as part of the game 
She completely forgot where she'd hidden herself 
And she spent the rest of her time 


Trying to Find the parts 


Hope you find it in everything, 
everything that you see 
Hope you find it in everything, 
everything that you see 
Hope you Find it, hope you find it 


Hope you Find me in you 


There was a time when there was nothing at all, nothing at all 


Justa distant hum 


J: NATURE AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: HOW ENVIRONMENTALISTS 


MISUNDERSTAND NATURE 


| wonder what it is that you imagine “nature” to be? Having asked this question, | 
could now go on to offer various suggestions so as to give you a multiple choice 
question from which you, the reader, would pick out the answer nearest to your 
own. But I’m not going to do that because what | really want you to do is think for 
yourself and articulate it yourself. This is necessary today in a world full of people 
more than ready to tell you what to think rather than let you come to your own 
conclusions - assuming you even think that “nature” is something about which you 


should come to some conclusion to begin with. And it isn’t necessarily so that it is. 


Increasingly today, though, people do think that “nature” or, more precisely, the 


imagined human destruction of nature, and so the further imagined threat to it 


that human beings pose, is something that people should think about and it is very 
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much a topic of thought. It is my thesis, however, one very much in line with the 
thoughts | muse upon and express in the entirety of There is nothing to stick to, 
thoughts which surely encompass ideas from many times and places throughout 
human history [and so are not nearly as ‘eccentric’ as some might wish to 
categorise them], that those who ally themselves to this populist movement of 
sentimental concern have almost entirely misunderstood the thing they claim to 
care about. Instead, so | argue, they have anthropomorphised it, turning it, in the 
process, into some domesticated version of itself, something about which, quite 
bizarrely, we should have “concern”. What | do not refer to here, coincidentally, is 
the idea of self-preservation, something which all but the most suicidal of 
organisms seem to possess quite naturally, which is why those things that are alive 
don’t just go and sit in a metaphorical corner to die. No; self-preservation | well 
accept and understand. It is the characterisation of, and the imagined moral 
responsibility towards, nature that a number of people behind environmental 
movements seem to possess and attempt to communicate that concerns me here 


in a universe | insist is nothing to stick to. 


Take, for example, a document produced in 2019 by Roger Hallam, one of the 
people responsible for one of the most public faces of current environmental 
concern, Extinction Rebellion. He has published on his own website a document 
just shy of 80 pages titled Common Sense for the 21st Century which attempts to 
provide an intellectual underpinning for the movement broadly conceived and to 
describe the political goals and actions in view to achieve it. For avoidance of 
doubt, | have read the whole document from cover to cover. What it reveals, so | 


am going to say in what follows, is a thoroughly wrong-headed view of human 
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beings and their place in the world and a total misunderstanding about what 
nature is. One might be tempted to say that this was just a one off, an anomaly, 
but one cannot when one sees such a document being cheerleaded for by those 
such as George Monbiot, another green activist who attempts to supply 
intellectual underpinnings for green activism, and who are equally as wrong- 


headed about the things they tell us [ad nauseam] that we are “responsible” for. 


But before | get into this in detail | need to make clear that my problem here is not 
with any diagnosis of the problem that either Roger Hallam or George Monbiot 
might give. They describe in lurid detail, based on current climate science, the harm 
that human activity is predicted to do to the biosphere of our planet and / neither 
deny anything they say about this nor do | wish to downplay its consequences. So 
whatever else | may be | am not a “climate change denier” and neither am | an 
ignorer of climate science. | do not deny that human industrial activity on this 
planet over the last 250 years has affected the planet's climate [this is truly mere 
“common sense”] and I’m more than happy to agree that folks like Hallam and 
Monbiot are quite right about this. Where | differ from them is that / don’t care 
about it whereas they are telling me, and everybody else, that we should and that 
it is a moral duty or responsibility which suggests, in turn, that such things can and 


do exist. 


| may now seem to you like a monster but, if | do, | casually smile a whimsical smile 
and think “so be it” to myself. Unlike Roger Hallam’s “common sense” that all 
humans have a “transcultural duty to create a world safe for our children”, | think 


there is no such duty. Its rhetorical, made up, empty-headed, sentimental 
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nonsense. [And I'd think that even if | had any children which, | have to say, | don’t 
because, unlike those who claim to care about the environment, I’ve had the good 
sense to not voluntarily add to the burden put upon it!] People like Hallam and 
Monbiot will tell you all day and all night that “ecological collapse” is something 
that it is our responsibility to Fix but | read this and go, “Huh? When did this memo 
come around?” And that’s a fair and reasonable question to ask because there 
never was any such memo. Nature, by virtue of us being born, something in which 
not a single one of us had any say, did not issue us with a list of responsibilities or 
duties the moment we popped out of someone’s vagina or got dragged through a 
C-section. Nature, which is passive and uncaring, without purpose or intention, 
doesn’t have the slightest interest in what lives or dies - including us! - and it didn’t 
give birth to us so that we could be “responsible”. So if people today are going to 
preach “responsibility” for nature then that is entirely on them. Its on their 
shoulders. Its not anything that nature itself cares about. Nature doesn’t speak and 


has no voice. That is simple anthropocentrism. 


OF course, the current “climate emergency” is entirely one of human making. 
Hallam and Monbiot are clear about that and I’m happy to go along with them on 
it. Human beings, so it seems, haven’t got the common sense to even ensure their 
own survival and can’t cooperate to a level in which everyone is seemingly happy 
with their lot. Neither of these observations, though, are arguments for human 
beings’ responsibility For the planet or nature or the environment. Human beings, 
if we are observing this properly, are the problem not the solution! And how can 
the problem also be the solution? It is at about this point in the conversation that 


people like George Monbiot will talk about the basic altruism of human beings and 
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how we can work together to help each other out and save the day. But surely it is 
because so often human beings don’t care to save the day that we are in this mess 
in the first place? As our species went along farting noxious gases into the sky For 
two and a half centuries and throwing our waste behind us surely it must have 
occurred to some of us from time to time as things got poisoned and people got 
sick that it was actually us who were dirtying our own nests? And did we care then? 
OF course not! | would argue its because nature hasn’t made us as beings who care, 
at least, not until the issue is present and existential and right in our Faces. And 
unavoidably so. And then it just becomes self-interest. For human beings will 
always put off until tomorrow what they can get out of today. We have been made, 
or rather shaped by the shape of our existence, to deal in the present and take 


things as they come. 


But "we are looking here at the slow and agonising suffering and death of billions 
of people" says Roger Hallam in his book. Let us agree he is right. Were any of 
these people expected to live forever? Were they immortal and impervious to 
accident, illness or disease? Were they going to live pain-free lives of happiness 
and prosperity in each case? Is that how life is on this planet? Is that nature? 
Perhaps Roger Hallam lives on a different planet to me but on the one | live on 
people suffer and die all the time. They get mental illnesses and degenerative 
diseases and live in poverty and misery and distress. | have no doubt that many of 
these people derive next to no benefit from their lives at all. They are just 
lifeforms which existed For a Few years and then didn’t. No one noticed them when 
they were alive and no one misses them when they are gone. For some | imagine 


that prolonging their life is actually prolonging their misery. There must be reasons 


218 


why 800,000 people annually kill themselves according to those who measure 
these things. | wonder, do Roger Hallam and George Monbiot care about that? Do 
they care about those people who have no need of an apocalypse to get worked 
up about because their own experience of life is already quite terrifyingly 
apocalyptic enough? Climate apocalypse often seems to be the privileged concern 
of those for whom their middle class lives are quite comfortable enough. Hallam, 
Monbiot and even the starchild of environmentalism, Greta Thunberg, fit this 
description very well. Everything in their gardens is lovely and so they need 
something to worry about. That their garden might go up in flames or end up 


underwater Fits the bill perfectly. 


So what is this nature we all agree we have polluted? It is chance. It is “what can 
happen, will happen.” It is lack of intention, lack of purpose, lack of direction, lack 
of action. Taoism describes it as “actionless action” in its expression wu wei, an 
activity it wants human beings to follow as well. What this means is that, even 
though human beings might make decisions to care about things, these are not 
nature’s own decisions. We were not created to be custodians of anything. We are, 
in actual fact, not custodians of anything. Nature is not going to judge anyone for 
not trying to save anything or anyone because nature itself does not care what 
exists or what doesn’t exist. Nature just is, and just is as it is, because it could be, 
because what can happen, will happen. When nature creates something, quite 
randomly and accidentally, which we, in our human way, describe as beautiful, it 
didn’t intend to do that. Nature does not set out to be beautiful or create beauty. 
It is not oblivious to human feelings of attachment to it or happiness in its 


environment. It doesn’t care. It is nihilistic in this respect. It doesn’t Feel and it 
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doesn’t think. It doesn’t know anything and it has no truth. Nature means nothing, 
not in the abstract. It is simply that which came to be because it could in the ways 
that it could. Some bits seem beautiful. Other bits are cancer or flesh-eating 
viruses or animals that live by predating on other animals. Or us, another simple 
stroke of unintended luck. There is no way to judge or value any of this. How can 
one judge what is simply because it could be? Nature is simply an environment, 
nothing more. Oh, and by the way, all this nature is strictly temporary and it exists 
by means of constant destruction. IF a lion can kill and eat an antelope then a human 
can kill and eat a pig, a cow or a sheep. That is, by very definition, natural - as is any 


extinction that Follows as a result. 


Yes, that’s right. Nature destroys things all the time all by itself, including, 
incidentally, most things that have ever lived on earth. No humans to blame. Yet 
environmentalists love humans to blame. Its almost as if its an egotistical human 
Fascination with itself that’s important here and not “the environment” that such 
people claim to care about. Roger Hallam, in his book, goes after governments and 
the corporate culture which has governments in its pocket. He is not wrong about 
this but that is a political issue, an issue to do with how people have let themselves 
become the slaves and pawns of other humans for a few trinkets and some shiny 
devices in the trap called “civilisation”. Human beings have, we are told, been given 
higher brain Functions and greater intellects than all the other creatures nature 
birthed. But what have these resulted in? Greater and better ways to do more 
damage to more things in a Faster time Frame. Civilisation. We are altruistic, states 
George Monbiot. There are none so blind as those who will not see. Human beings 


are those creatures which laud their abilities but who have little to Feel laudable 
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about as they stagger on wrecking their own home and destroying everything 
around them. As egotistical beings they, of course, play up their own role in all this 
but, in a way, they are the perfect examples of an uncaring nature which just does 
what it does because it can. There is no thought or care or intention in this. IF it can 
happen then it will. This is exactly what human beings are like. Often human beings 
do things just because they can, a glorious and repeated exercise in “watching the 
world burn” just so they can look and point at the fire and say “I did that.” Human 
beings are very much “of nature” and we see its principles of lack of care, lack of 
genuine purpose or reason, working right through their actions - not least in those 


they anoint as “civilised”. 


But it is not that this is the humanity of Hallam or Monbiot or many others, of 
course. Human beings, for people such as these, through centuries of human 
imagination, have been moulded into reasonable, rational, morally responsible 
beings, beings who needed to be rational and reasonable and morally responsible 
to operate in the world we had created for ourselves. This, | state it plainly, is a 
simple Fiction which, in the second part of this study of nothing to stick to, | will 
Flesh out in much more detail when | discuss morality or, as | believe, its lack, its 
Fiction. Here let me say only that | see little “rational” in the operation of human 
beings and even less that is “moral”. “Morality” does not exist and in those places 


that it does it is simply Fictions of human thinking piled on top of one another in an 


attempt to make some Form of human culture work and feel justified about it. 


Yet if existence, the universe, nature, is not moral, and it certainly is not even 


though we may observe the pragmatic trade offs that emerge for purely practical 


221 


reasons along the way, then how can anything within it be? Here what things that 
nature creates quite randomly think about themselves is irrelevant. Can a part be a 
measure of the whole, a whole the vast majority of which it is not even aware of? 
Can a Flimsy and primitive human cognition be so puffed up as to imagine that it is 
capable of knowledge or understanding or truth? Can it be so egotistical as to 
dream that it can be the ground of rationality or morality or even its dumb 
articulator? We would look at the ant and laugh if it dared to imagine it had the 
keys to nature in its imagination. Yet we are more often than not too stupid to 
realise that we are the ant. We are just as dumb as the squirrel, the dandelion and 
the microbe. OF course, we think we aren’t. But that’s part of the problem. We 
have mistaken our increased utility For knowledge and imagined that this 
knowledge gives us understanding. Because we imagined we could designate 
truths we took them to be the truth. This is all part of the human folly, all part of 


the purposeless, immoral nature From which we come and to which we will return. 


So Roger Hallam and George Monbiot and Greta Thunberg want to save the earth. 
They are allowed to want this. But they are not the earth’s custodians. They are not 
responsible For it. None of us are. None of us are mandated to care. None of us can be 
condemned for not caring, for just going about our business until we are inevitably 
expunged. That is what nature is, that which is called forth into existence, which 
exists, For a while, as it can, and then it dies - at which point that which it is made of 
becomes something else. Or maybe, eventually, nothing else. Just nothing. For all 
of the something we so care about now once was nothing and, so our physical 
scientists and cosmologists tell us, it will be one day again - the tiny, 


inconsequential, egotistical, narcissistic Numan pantomime in between 
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notwithstanding. | don’t blame anyone for wanting to continue to exist although, | 
must say, even this doesn’t really make any sense when any imaginable human life 
is utterly insignificant in the context of eternity but to imagine yourself a 
custodian, a saviour or a person responsible | find utterly bizarre, a basic 
misunderstanding of a human being’s place in nature and the universe in general. 
Nature doesn’t stop people caring or taking responsibility, indeed, it created them 
as things with these possibilities and opportunities, but it didn’t do so with a 
purpose or as a mandate for us to be that way. Nature doesn’t care what we do or 
how we live or when, or from what, we die. It will carry on, remorseless, indifferent, 
regardless. We don’t matter. Nothing matters. To think it does, to argue for 
responsibility, or duty, or care, is straightforwardly sentimental rhetoric which 
attempts to erase the pain, death, misery and destruction From nature as if there 
were some dreamy, idealistic version of the same we could put in its place. All of 
these things, things which human beings often talk about as negatives to be 
erased from existence in our common hallucination of a natural utopia, are often, 
in Fact, nature’s driving forces. This is yet another way in which human beings have 
misunderstood and miscast nature in the arrogance of their self-serving, 


narcissistic idealism. 


What that idealism led to, historically speaking, is civilisation and it is civilisation, 
and its imagined benefits, that human beings now confuse with nature. For the 
truth is that it is civilisation that human beings want to save. It is that which they 
have created and built and imagined that they care about. They care about their 
own comfort and convenience rather than the nature that is chance and the non- 


intentional “what can happen” that will happen. Human beings domesticated the 
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world and then replaced nature with their own domestication of it. Observe this in 
the writings of Hallam and Monbiot or in the speeches of Thunberg. They don’t 
want to go back to nature, they don’t want to dismantle civilisation, they don’t 
want to live “more naturally”, they have no concern For biodiversity as an abstract 
thing in itself. They simply want to clean up the environment, physically and 
metaphorically. They want to control it to their standards of cleanliness. This is 


their definition of hygiene. 


But its not mine and, | suggest, it is not nature’s either. Roger Hallam writes that 
“the cost of Freedom is civic duty” but this is utter Fantasy in any and every respect. 
The context of any and all existence is not “freedom” - which would be 
unconditional - but constraint which is various forms of conditionality to which 
everything that exists is subject. That people live in a civic environment is not a 
given, either in its invention or its maintenance, and many kinds of people, notably 
for my purposes, the historical school of Cynics, have chosen to disdain such an 
environment and speak to its negative effects upon humanity in general. One may, 
in Fact, argue very strongly that it is increasing the amount and depth of civilisation 
that has inevitably summoned the current ecological crises that people like Hallam, 
Monbiot and Thunberg talk about. Would an uncivilised human race have brought 
such destruction upon itself? | suggest not for lack of civilisation would not have 
supported humanity as it now exists in its highly industrialised and technological 
states, all things that the historical Cynics would have whole-heartedly opposed as 
detrimental to this and any other species. But civilisation and civilising has been 
the Form human hubris has taken since it learned to wield Fire and fashion the 


wheel and this is that which must not be stopped For it is regarded and promoted 
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as a destiny. 


It will be clear from reading this essay and, indeed, this whole book that | am no 
apologist For civilisation. Indeed, | laud and honour many within these pages who 
saw it as diseased and cancerous, a means to the death and dehumanisation of the 
human race and a thing against which they stood opposed. If Hallam and Monbiot 
and Thunberg want things to blame For the current state of the earth “civilisation”, 
the obsession of successive generations of human beings, has a good case for 
being near the top of the list. But if they are people who merely want to dust off 
civilisation, give it a make over and make it nice and shiny For us, more acceptable 
to their current fictions of equality, politics, fairness and naturalness, then what 
really radical alternative to the progression of humanity over successive millennia, 
to the detriment of the nature they claim to be inspired by and the custodians of, 
are they offering? The answer is none. There is no utopian civilisation; there is no 
impactless civilisation. Their Fiction of a harmony is Fantasy; their belief that the 
humans are in, or can be in, control is deluded. Nature is chance. Nature is what can 
happen, will happen. Nature is remorseless destruction and endless uncaring 
recycling of matter and life. Nature is pain, death and decay. Life is dependent on 
these things as we see in countless examples in the natural world and not in their 
distasteful avoidance. IF you want life you must also embrace death. That is nature. 


One implies the other. 


And so it is my view that environmentalists, conservationists and green activists 


generally, and the ecological panic they have engendered and encouraged, is 


based on a million falsehoods about nature and the natural world. You can read 
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about them and why they are false throughout this book. The first and greatest of 
them is that nature needs a guardian: it doesn’t! And neither does it need self- 
important and self-interested species waffling on about their duty and their 
responsibility, things which are preposterous Fictions of their own self-regarding 
reason. Yes, species that want to hang around or want other things to hang around 
with them shouldn’t dirty the nest without a second thought but, then again, 
neither do any of these things have to exist in the First place. IF something comes 
to be nature pays it no attention and should it disappear again - as things inevitably 
do - then it doesn’t remember they were ever there. Nature has no ego even 
though it allowed us to have one. Understanding nature means fitting in with 
nature as it actually operates and not, in the hubris of our own egotistical minds, 
imagining we can create a better version embossed as the currency of human 
culture and civilisation, a currency which is substituted for the nature we claimed 
to revere but also a worthless currency that is as temporary as we are. It must be 
the aim of all people who understand nature as it is described in this essay and this 
book to devalue this civilisation and to expose it as the artificial unnaturalness that 
it actually is even if that means accepting the death and destruction that was our 
birthright From the moment what would become us came to be as nothing other 
than cosmic energy. An understanding of nature means an understanding of the 
whole and not, instead, exalting the pride of a species to manipulate and control 
its singularly unimportant environment. Leave things be. It is our meddling that is 
the problem. That’s nature’s way. Let it do as it will. Time and chance was all we 


were ever offered from nature’s well, nothing more, nothing less. 
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K: THIRTEEN SQUARE 


The gathered wisdom of Zen and Tao 


1 An ant on the move does more than a dozing ox. 


2 What you do right now is what matters. 


3 The only Zen you Find at the top of a mountain is the Zen you bring with you. 


4 The problem is that ego can convert anything to its own use, even spirituality. 


5 Best be still; best be empty. In stillness and emptiness we find where to abide. 


Talking and moving we lose this place. 


6 The Fundamental delusion of humanity is to suppose that | am here and you are 


out there. 


7 In the pursuit of knowledge: every day something is added. In the pursuit of 


enlightenment: every day something is let go. 


8 Whatever you do, you do to yourself. 


9 Nature does not hurry, yet everything is accomplished. 
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10 However many holy words you read, however many you speak, what good will 


they do you if you do not act upon them? 


11 It is the child that sees the primordial secret of nature and it is the child of 


ourselves we return to. 


12 Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop 


wood, carry water. 


13 The mind of non-mind, the thought of non-thought. 


14 Ordinary mind is the way. IF you seek it you cannot Find it. The way is not a 


matter of knowing or not knowing. 


15 To understand nothing takes time. 


16 Hope and fear are phantoms that arise From thinking of the self. When we don't 


see the self as self, what do we have to fear? 


17 You may say, "I must do something this afternoon" but actually there is no "this 


afternoon". We do things one after the other. That is all. 


18 Every morning we are born again. What we do today is what matters most. 


19 Be mindful of intention. Intention is the seed that creates our Future. 
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20 Do everything with a mind that let's go. 


21 The mad mind does not halk. IF it halts, that is enlightenment. 


22 IF your mind is empty, it is always ready For anything; it is open to everything. 


23 When | let go of what! am, | become what | might be. 


24 IF your mind isn't clouded by unnecessary things, this is the best time of your 


life. 


25 Can you remain unmoving until the right action arises by itself? The action of 


non-action. 


26 A Fool sees himself as another, but a wise one sees others as himself. 


27 Step into the Fire of self-discovery. This Fire will not burn you, it will only burn 


what you are not. 


28 By plucking the petals, you do not gather the beauty of the Flower. 


29 We shape the clay into a pot, but it is the emptiness inside that holds whatever 


we want. 


30 The wise one is one who knows what they do not know. 
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31 We may idolize freedom but when it comes to our habits we are completely 


enslaved. 


32 All wrongdoing arises because of mind. 


33 This is the time. This is the place. This is the vastness. Right here is paradise. 


Always. Always. 


34 The world is won by those who let it go. 


35 All conditioned things are impermanent. 


36 Ask a cloud "What is your date of birth? Before you were born, where were 


you?" 


37 Where ignorance is your master there is no possibility of real peace. 


38 Zen teaches nothing; it merely enables us to wake up and become aware. It 


does not teach, it points. 


39 You are one with everything; that things are separate is an illusion. 


40 What is malleable is always superior to that which is immovable. This is mastery 


through adaptation. 
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41 For all things difficult to acquire, the intelligent one works with perseverance. 


42 The only thing we really have control over is our own experience. 


43 Our opinions have no permanence; like autumn and winter, they gradually pass 


away. 


44 When you seek it, you cannot find it. 


45 The truth you believe and cling to makes you unavailable to hear anything new. 


46 The entire teaching of Buddhism can be summed up in this way: Nothing is 


worth holding on to. 


47 When your inner commentary finally ends, your happiness can Finally begin. 


48 The one who knows how little they know is well. The one who knows how much 


they know is sick. 


49 True peace cannot be achieved by force... it can only be attained by training the 


mind and learning to cultivate. 


50 Treat every moment as your last. It is not preparation For something else. 
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51 As long as you seek for something you will get the shadow of reality and not 


reality itself. 


52 What you possess, you lose. 


53 A person stands in their own shadow and wonders why it is dark. 


54 To give up yourself without regret is the greatest charity. 


55 All that we are arises with our thoughts. 


56 IF you wonder what Buddhism has to offer you, the answer is nothing. IF you 


wonder what life is about, the answer is the same. 


57 The truth knocks on the door and you say, "Go away! I'm looking for truth," and 


so it goes away. 


58 You have a treasure within you that is infinitely greater than anything the world 


can offer. 


59 Flow with whatever happens and let your mind be Free. 


60 Our life is shaped by our mind. We become what we think. 


61 Think lightly of yourself and deeply of the world. 
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62 It takes a wise person to learn From their mistakes, but an even wiser person to 


learn From others. 


63 High understanding comes from not understanding at all. 


64 Experience this moment to its Fullest. 


65 The quieter you become, the more you can hear. 


66 Practice non-action. Work without doing. 


67 God or no god, infinite divinity or eternal emptiness; they are the same thing. 


68 True happiness is based on peace. 


69 Composure is the ruler of instability. 


70 Those who know don't talk. Those who talk don't know. 


71 Do not seek the truth, only cease to cherish your opinions. 


72 In the confrontation between the stream and the rock the stream always wins; 


not through strength but perseverance. 
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73 Renunciation is not getting rid of the things of this world but accepting that 


they pass away. 


74 Everything will come. Exactly as it does. 


75 Meditation is a skilful letting go and the skill of letting go. 


76 Be like water. 


77 The no-mind thinks no-thoughts about no-things. 


78 The soft and supple will prevail. 


79 How you live today is how you live your life. 


80 In the beginner's mind there are many possibilities but in the expert's mind 


there are Few. 


81 When you get to the top of the mountain, keep climbing. 


82 Can you see time? No. Then you should stop looking For it. 


83 There is no connection between | myself yesterday and | myself in this moment. 


Who | am tomorrow is not connected to who | am today. 
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84 Becoming awake involves seeing our confusion more clearly. 


85 When you realise there is nothing lacking, the whole world belongs to you. 


86 Stop measuring days by degree of productivity and start experiencing them by 


degree of presence. 


87 The moment we desire to be something we are no longer free. 


88 When you realise there is nothing lacking the whole world belongs to you. 


89 The brush must paint by itself. 


90 IF right were really right it would differ so clearly From not right that there 


would be no argument. Is that how you experience right? 


91 The sacred lies in the ordinary. 


92 Understand yourself and then you will understand everything. 


93 The stories you tell yourself create a "you" that is not true. 


94 Empty yourself of everything. Let the mind rest at peace. 


95 IF you are not happy here and now you never will be. 
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96 Die in your thoughts every morning and you will no longer Fear death. 


97 Mindfulness is the aware, balanced acceptance of the present experience. 


98 Time is not a line but a series of now-points. 


99 You need not do anything but be yourself. 


100 There is only your perception of time. 


101 Change how you see and see how you change. 


102 The infinite is the Finite of every instant. 


103 The beginner sees many possibilities, the expert Few. Be a beginner every day. 


104 Loss is not as bad as wanting more. 


105 On your way remain unknown. 


106 Everything changes. There is nothing to stick to. That is the Buddha's most 


important teaching. 


107 Relearn everything. Let every moment be a new beginning. 
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108 We must realise that nothing is as it seems, that what we think is not the same 


as what is. 


109 All teachings are mere references. The true experience is living your own life. 


110 In difference there is completeness. In completeness there is difference. 


111 Know nothing. 


112 No self is true self. 


113 Be happy without reason. 


114 IF you realise that all things change there is nothing you will try to hold on to. 


115 Life is like stepping into a boat that is about to sail out to sea and sink. 


116 Your suffering is my suffering and your happiness is my happiness. 


117 Abandon learning and you will be Free from trouble and distress. 


118 The torch of chaos and doubt, this is what the sage steers by. 


119 Toa mind that is still the whole universe surrenders. 
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120 Being free of desires it is tranquil. And the world will be at peace of its own 


accord. 


121 IF you understand, things are just as they are. IF you do not understand, things 


are just as they are. 


122 With eyes watching, one cannot see. With eyes closed, one can see clearly. 


123 IF you want to climb a mountain, begin at the top. 


124 No matter how hard the past, you can always begin again. 


125 Be a master of the mind, not mastered by the mind. 


126 Not creating delusions is enlightenment. 


127 Don't be interested in high-flown statements; bite your apple and don't 


discuss it. 


128 Let things Flow Forward naturally in whatever way they like. 


129 The holiest beliefs and the highest thoughts offer you nothing. 


130 The world doesn't happen to you; you happen to it. 
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131 Simplicity, patience, compassion: these are your greatest treasures. 


132 Thoughts aren't really Fixed realities, but simply movements of the mind that 


is thinking. 


133 Sheer Futility, sheer Futility: everything is Futile. Everything is as insubstantial 


as breath. You try to grasp it, you cannot. 


134 Much wisdom, much grief; the more knowledge, the more sorrow. 


135 There is no disaster greater than not being at peace. 


136 Laughter is a madness and pleasure no use at all. 


137 There is nothing to be gained under the sun. 


138 Allis Futility and chasing after the wind. 


139 Be peace. Live peace. 


140 We have to allow ourselves to realise we are complete Fools; otherwise we 


have nowhere to begin. 


141 Humility is its own reward and appropriate to what we are. 
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142 People like what is not true and they don't like what is true. 


143 Truth is many. 


144 A compassionate mind is a diligent mind. 


145 There is a season for everything and a time for all tasks. 


146 Stop looking for a point. 


147 A Flower Falls, even though we love it; a weed grows, even though we do not 


love it. 


148 Every new moment matters most. Concentrate on now. 


149 IF my mind doesn't go out to disturb the noise, the noise won't disturb me. 


150 We see thoughts for what they are: the passionate attachment to unreal and 


non-substantial things. 


151 The identity fades, the energy remains. 


152 Be compassionate to all living things insofar as you can. 


153 To see beyond ego is riches indeed. 
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154 To every person is given a key to heaven. The same key may also take you to 


hell. 


155 Live slowly. Be attentive. 


156 To understand everything is to forgive everything. 


157 Nurture an innate recognition of your interconnectedness to all things. 


158 "Is" is a deception in a world where everything is always becoming. 


159 Look without searching. See without knowing. 


160 A wise person sees others as themselves. 


161 The function of mind is response. The Function of life is adaptation. Forests are 


adaptations of seeds and seeds of dust. 


162 Be content to be simply yourself without competition or comparison. This is 


respect. 


163 Just live your day. Do your tasks. And then sleep. Nothing more is required of 


you. 


164 The path to enlightenment is underneath your feet. Stay on the path. 
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165 Being is still; expression, moving. 


166 Whatever you're doing, you're doing it now. 


167 When there is no desire all things are at peace. 


168 Wherever there is absence of self there are no others, because in absence of 


self | am all others. 


169 We are here to awaken from the illusion of our separateness. 


L: AN UNAPOLOGETICALLY PERSONAL AND SPIRITUAL EPISTLE FROM THE EAST 


Dear reader, grace and peace to you and thank you for reading this far. This essay, 
in the Form of the one before it in section A of this book, to which it is an addition, 
began by quoting several sayings From the Chinese, Taoist text, the Tao Te Ching. It 
was not remotely my intention in doing that either to promote Taoism or to make 
my readers Taoists. Put most simply, | am indifferent about whether that appeals 
to my readers or not. But | did make use of it because when | read it it opened up a 
new experience of life For me, a life that was not about rules and right and wrong 
and canonised directions or decisions but that was about flexibility to 
circumstances, Flowing with life like water, simplicity, humility and a natural, 
dispassionate compassion For all things. | was taught not to strive and struggle and 
resist the things around me but to become soft and flow with them. All things 


pass, | came to understand, and the nature of nature is change. 
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According to the earliest Taoist texts, when human nature is aligned with the rest 
of nature, order and harmony are the result. Taoism is, in this sense, a therapeutic 
understanding of existence. From this perspective, the purpose of the kind of self- 
cultivation the Tao Te Ching and Taoism itself recommends, something which also 
accords with the thoughts of many others | covered in the two parts of this project 
which have broadly promoted an anarchic ‘self-creation’, is to return to a mode of 
existence that is natural, but that has been obscured by social conditioning. This is 
essentially what the Cynics of the Greek world complained about too, that being 
less natural was bad and that being more natural was good. One Taoist remedy, 
repeating certain actions such as physical exercises or meditation, in such an 
understanding, is a way of training the body so that it is free to react in a 
spontaneous, natural way. It is similar to the experience of practicing one's shots 
in basketball and then making a key basket in the big game — the preparation 
through repetition makes it possible to act, at a certain moment, without thinking, 
in pure spontaneity. This accords well with the training aspect to this common to 
Taoism and to Cynicism, which acquaints one with nature, reality, in order to mimic 
it, just as it comes to be, and with the habitual practice of those such as Nietzsche, 
Cage and Goldman in There is nothing to stick to who, all in their own ways, 
exhorted human beings to more natural lives - and to practices and not simply 


beliefs. 


Yet it is clearly the case that, throughout history, human beings can deviate, and 
have deviated, from the natural chaos of things, their natural law and order, and 
have gone after artificial and conventional things of their own imagining. When 


they do so, often they have brought destruction upon themselves and those 
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around them. Confucian scholars, who were rivals to the Taoist scholars who 
wrote the Tao Te Ching, were criticized there for imposing rules and social 
expectations upon people. According to the Tao Te Ching, social mores, the 
artificiality and conventionality of human culture and threats of punishment, cause 
more harm than good, as they are methods of forcing appropriate behaviour rather 
than allowing it to occur spontaneously and naturally which is the Taoist wisdom on 
such things. That we naturally become the change we seek from such teaching is, in 
fact, the point of it. This way is to change yourself naturally - rather than to be 
pushed this way and that and beaten into shape artificially - which is the target in 
view. Authenticity here matters. It is especially the point where knowledge and 
knowingness is Foreign and innocence is nature in its manner of operation. This is 
to Flow with the river rather than to swim against its current because you are 


possessed by the idea that you know better. 


So, in this case, the only way to encourage appropriate behaviour is by modelling it. 
IF, for example, a ruler is a person of impeccable character, those he leads will 
naturally Follow. But how is the ruler to become the ideal role model, thus insuring 
harmony for his empire? As an 8th century Taoist master said to a Tang emperor, 
"Who governs his body, governs the country." The way forward, then, is to practice 
self-cultivation and to engage in self-examination. To live according to a nature 
which gives us nothing to stick to will not come all by itself. It will involve us 
Forgetting a great many things. In Fact, one thing common to all the thinkers and 
thought | have highlighted in this project is that human cultures, in their 
knowingness, have, in some way or to some extent, usurped a more natural mode 


of life we should rediscover by imposing things upon us we should forget. But this 
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is not a matter of going back, as if it were better in the old days: it was always 
available to us and it still is today. It is not a matter of time or place but it is a 
matter of attitude, orientation and habitual practice. It is a matter of us having all 


we need if only we can let go of the things erroneously added. 


In Taoism the central idea regarding nature and the natural is relationship. We 
cannot approach nature as a thing to be mastered but only as a partner in a 
relationship. The goal is to become a natural part of the anarchic environment. The 
way to discover that environment is to turn to nature in its manner of operation. 
For this reason early Taoist philosophers left the cities to learn from nature and 
primitive people living in remote mountain villages. They hoped to eventually bring 
human civilization into the natural chaotic state much as the Cynics did around the 
same time but in Greece and the Hellenistic and Roman empires instead of in 
China. In Taoism nature is taken to be infinitely wise, infinitely complex, and 
infinitely irrational. It is divine chaos or anarchy, not divine order. Yet, as chaos, it is 
order. One must take a personal yielding stance and abandon all intellectual 
preconceptions and culturally-inculcated habits. The goal is wu wei, acting without 
action or non-action, doing nothing contrary to nature but existing as it exists. 
Nature does not need to be perfected or improved or subjected to human ideas of 
order. It is we who need to change; it is we who need to come into accord with it. It 
is we who need to attain to its naturalistic rhythms and not us who need to impose 


our measuring, instrumentalising mentality upon it. 


Part of the Taoist aim in this is to sidestep the observed dualities of life. To this 


end Taoism historically rejected all dichotomies, even the most Fundamental one 
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of being versus non-being. The goal of Taoism is to attain that which precedes 
duality. The only way to discover this original source is to observe nature. During 
peak experiences in nature, the deep meets the deep. Yet the Tao, which we may 
think of as nature, is a divine chaos, not a random accident. It is fertile, 
undifferentiated, and teeming with unrealised creation. It is the mother of 
everything in nature as nature births itself; it is a great darkness that operates 
spontaneously to give birth and life to all things. Taoists, as naturalists, seek not to 
be saved or to win, but rather to return to the original source of ‘the Ten Thousand 
Things’ which is the term the Tao Te Ching uses for the superfluity of things in 
nature. They see creation not as a single event, but an ongoing process that has no 
beginning and no end. Its divine play is taking place right here and right now. The 
wise person becomes like an animal or a child, participating joyfully in the 
profoundly irrational and anarchic (dis)order. He or she learns to trust or accept 


the chaos. Is that not what being ‘natural’ would amount to? 


Consequently, Taoists have always avoided anthropocentrism for they recognise 
that we are just one of many things and not a special thing, a chosen thing nor a 
necessary thing. Unlike other spiritualities, they have never lost their animal gods. 
Ancient Chinese shamans put on animal masks in order to communicate with these 
animal gods. Their spirit-animals were links between the worlds of people, 
ancestors, and gods. There was a tradition of animal frolics during which one 
became a particular animal, such as a crane or a bear. These rituals are still 
meaningful. Taoists speak of a direct knowing that resonates in the belly when one 
has direct contact with nature. It is not with the head but with the belly that one 


can participate in the sacred madness of the ancestral gods. It is only with the belly 


246 


that one can appreciate the eternal flux and the underlying unity of the Ten 
Thousand Things. This is not to say, however, that we knowing moderns, fixated 
with ‘the intrinsic nature of reality’, have to take this literally and too seriously as if 
what can be empirically demonstrated is all that matters. How do we ‘empirically 
demonstrate’ a feeling or a an idea or a context? Instead, we should appreciate it 
for its poetic, postmetaphysical resonances and for the relationship it signifies 
with things beyond us that are not about reified concepts of knowledge or 
understanding or truth. Here context is much more important and Flowing with 
things that are all around us, rather than classifying them in a table or chart, is 
appropriate behaviour. If human beings are not chosen or special or necessary and 
if, instead, they are just beings in an environment, then that becomes the 


important thing. 


| was given the idea to write this coda to my first essay, There is nothing to stick to, 
because | held a poll on my account on the social media service, Twitter. In that poll 
| asked respondents what it was they believed in. | gave them the choices of ‘the 
Good’, ‘God’, however they chose to define it, ‘nature’ and ‘evil’. 73% of the 
responses chose ‘nature’ and yet, as | never enquired as to what those voting 
anonymously meant by ‘nature’, | have no idea what they think they were voting 
for. | suspect that not too many of them were very sure either but that the other 
options seemed even less appealing, as they conceive of them, than nature did. In 
this essay | have tried to Fill out some ideas about what ‘nature’ might refer to and 
what some of the consequences then are, including what living ‘according to 
nature’ might then entail. Having read this essay and thought about it some more, | 


wonder, then, if quite as many might then still choose nature as a consequence? 
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Then again, it may be that some who chose ‘nature’ might have thought that it 
entailed god, the good and evil as well although, in my view, at least two of those 
are ruled out specifically once we take the view that nature does not speak, has no 


opinions and has no canonical function. 


Yet the third, god, is not, a priori, ruled out and | note that Taoism, my own 
personal impetus to begin this project, does not Formally disdain the notion of 
gods although neither does it specifically Focus on them as the point of what it is 
about or what it does. This, | think, is wise For we cannot rule out the notion of god 
even if, as | have written about in my essay Endless Impossible, the idea of gods as 
persons seems vaguely absurd. Yet there are other ways to understand divinity, if 
understanding it is what we are supposed to do with it, and I’m not sure at all that 
it is. One way, in fact, has been to think of it as something very like nature and 
Taoism, in this regard, is quite mysterious in regard to what ‘the Tao’ may refer to. 
That it is not a person or being seems clear but, as with the Jewish God of the 
Hebrew Bible, it seems we can say more about what it is not than about what it is. 
For we hopefully more natural, more flowing with nature, more 
antiepistemological folk, | would hope that we can lose any possible anxiety about 
that. There are things we do not need to know and things that wisdom dictates are 
not necessary to our existence in a harmony of all things. This, | suggest, is one 
such. As Richard Rorty has informed us earlier in this particular essay, there are 
some vocabularies which go out of date and become useless to us for they are 
speaking a language which now appears inadequate in the light of our current 


beliefs and with what we regard as our direction of travel. 
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In my two essays There is nothing to stick to and According to nature | have taken a 
naturalistic spiritual tradition, Taoism, added in some antimetaphysical and 
hermeneutic philosophy of self-creation From Nietzsche, sprinkled in some of the 
artistic and aesthetic practices of the Zen Buddhist, John Cage, mixed in a dash of 
the anarchic politics of Emma Goldman flavoured with a little Cynicism from 
ancient Greece, and here baked it together with Richard Rorty’s 
antiepistemological pragmatism, the Cynic-flavoured Judaism of Jesus of 
Nazareth, some humanistic musings on our experiences of nature, and 
extrapolated it all back in a naturalistic, Taoist direction. In doing so | have not, | 
think, obligated you to become a Taoist, a Nietzschean, a Cagian musician, an 
anarchist, a pragmatist of especially Rortian bent, a Follower of Jesus, an incurable 
romantic for natural vistas or engaging with the elements or, in Fact, anything else. 
The whole point of this project, initially entitled “There is nothing to stick to”, a 
phrase which remains the motto at the heart of what has been going on, is exactly 
that there is nothing to stick to. Yes, | really mean it. | really do mean in the face of 
lots of potential readers who have been taught to believe and who, consequently, 
Feel in their bellies, that there is, in Fact, much to stick to that, actually, there isn’t. 
What we have been schooled in is a Form a life but only a Form of life. It is a culture 
but it is not nature. It is The Matrix but it’s not the world outside it. Here Rorty’s 
hopeful, future-oriented pragmatism shines a searchlight on our Future and asks us 
where we want to go which might, to some, seem quite a strange and, perhaps, 
even unasked question in a world in which, so often, things are set out before us as 
the conventions to Follow, the guidelines inside of which we must stay put, if we do 


not want to be seen as weird, or strange, or idiosyncratic or even dangerous. 
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Yet the message of this essay, and of the one that preceded it, is one of possibility, 
of opportunity and of self-creation. We are, none of us, limited by what we are told 
we can be. We are limited only by what we can be and that may be something as 
yet unimagined simply because, as people of culture but not of nature, it has never 
occurred to us that we could be anything except that which we were told or that 
which human culture guided us to accept as the natural order of things. But nature 
is not order; nature is anarchic disorder. IF we open our eyes to that and 
disentangle ourselves From cultural anchors which try to resist and control nature’s 


less interested existence, who knows what might come to be? 


So remember: there js nothing to stick to. 


In my book The Wisdom of the Tao, which was a mixture of self-written ruminations 
on Taoist and non-Taoist things as well as more authentic and ancient Taoist and 
Zen Buddhist texts, | wrote this poem which was meant to bring together a 


number of Taoist views in a compact way: 


Something From Nothing. 
Nothing from Something, 
Ever Returning, 


The Unending Tao. 


With a Mind like the Seashore, 


Devoid of Intention, 


With Actionless Action, 
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We Flow like the Stream. 


All Knowledge is Empty, 
All Striving is Useless, 
All Time is Deceiving, 


All Separateness False. 


Walk the Way of Humility, 
Abide in Simplicity, 
Be the child of Compassion, 


Be at one with the Tao. 


Here we can pick out several themes: 


1. That something comes from nothing and something goes back to nothing in 
a circular process of return. 

2. That “the Tao”, which means “the way”, is the term for the whole, things 
being thought of as a holism. 

3. That the mind is thought of as a seashore which should not cling to thoughts 
but let them be washed away without any concern. 

4. That the natural principle of “actionless action” is maintained and upheld. 

5. That imagery of a river Flowing and of being “like water”, as in the Tao Te 
Ching, is used as a metaphor For human living. 

6. That life is not a matter of either knowing or striving in the sense that it is 


not about either the imagined knowledge, truth or understanding gained or 
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the effort one puts into life. 

7. That time is an irrelevant invention and that events do not happen on a 
timeline. 

8. That the separateness and objectivity of things is illusory. 


9. That humility, simplicity and compassion are recommended as ways to live. 


Yet we can add a few more ideas to this simple and compact list to Flesh it out a 


little and give a Fuller expression of Taoist proclivities: 


1. There is a concentration on the present and a consequent de-emphasis of 
both past and Future which dissolves any notion of diachronic narrativisation 
of either the self or events. 

2. There is a focus on emptiness and particularly emptying the self of 
thoughts, narratives and emotions. Emptiness is regarded as openness. 

3. Consequently, the self is thought to be illusory. 

4. Malleability and Flexibility are promoted as beneficial life traits. 

5. Peace is the goal of life, both within the individual and, due to its view of all 
things, within the context of a harmony of all things together. 

6. Life is not thought to be about possession either of anything in particular or 
in general. 

7. Due to its abandonment of the self and the consequent de-emphasis of the 
individual ego, there is a greater affirmation of everything else instead and 
a rebalancing and recontextualisation of things in relation to other things. In 
the difference of all things, a completeness is seen. 


8. There is no set of rules or morals, nor any algorithm for deciding such things. 
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9. There is a sensibility, a kind of being, that is beyond words. 


10. The existence of all things is not thought something that is yours to control. 


What stands out to me about all this is how some of the key imagery of Taoism, 
water, the seashore, emptiness, is not exactly imagery which promotes what many, 
especially in the West which is my main personal frame of reference, would regard 
as “moral” in such places. An attitude to life which can easily be characterised as 
“go with the Flow” does not seem too morally robust and might easily be imagined 
to be completely inadequate to a world of criminality, viciousness and hate. Yet 
here we must remember that Taoism is not primarily a morality but is, instead, a 
way OF living and a way of understanding all things in one. It is actually an anarchic 
amorality, it is naturalistic and seeks to site human beings in the context of, and in 
relationship to, all others things. As such, in the Tao Te Ching we read the 


Following: 


When the great Tao is Forgotten, kindness and morality arise. When wisdom and 
intelligence are born, the great pretense begins. When there is no peace within the 
Family, Filial piety and devotion arise. When the country is confused and in chaos, 


loyal ministers appear. (Tao Te Ching, 18) 


Here the world of which we are aware, the world of contention, arises only 
because the Tao has been forgotten, buried by other things. Yet it is when we 
Forget such things as | have mentioned above as being core aspects of Taoism that 
we begin to need things like morality or, even worse, law. We see a similar thought 


made mention of in the past in the words of Dr Martin Luther King when he says: 
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"While it may be true that morality cannot be legislated, behavior can be 
regulated. It may be true that the law cannot change the heart but it can restrain 


the heartless.” 


Here it is law which cannot mandate a morality but can restrain those determined 
to impugn it. Taoism, on the other hand, reminds us that it is only when the Tao is 
Forgotten that people need morality to separate right from wrong and better from 
worse in the first place. But even then, as Dr King said, there are still those who 
need law to remind them of the civilised need For morality. Taoism itself is about a 
proclivity, an attitude, a disposition. It is Fundamentally one of letting go. It says 
that if we live in humility, compassion and simplicity with all things without striving 
For this or that, without a desire to possess, then the result will be more peace. So 
it implies, if not directly says, that morality is an observed need if, and only if, you 
do not do this. It is when you forget or cover over the anarchic disorder of the 
universe that then you have to start the messy business of right and wrong, 
something which in Taoism’s naturalistic view only comes into focus once the 


amoral, non-purposive harmony of all things is forgotten. 


M: POETIC WISDOM AND NOTHING TO STICK TO: TWO TEXTS AND SIX WORDS 


Over the centuries and now millennia of Taoist and Buddhist thought there have, 
of course, been numerous texts produced. Neither of these paths, however, has a 
single canonical text or mandated scripture. Rather, what they do have is libraries 
of collected wisdom from various times and places which anyone can read and 


contemplate. In this section | have given examples of just two of them. The firstis a 
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Ch’an Buddhist text [this is Chinese in origin, Ch’an Buddhism being a form of 
Buddhism as influenced by Taoist beliefs as it moved into China 1500 years ago. 
When it moved to Japan it became Zen] which addresses “believing in mind”, 
mental hygiene and that sort of thing. Here we see the central concepts of 
emptiness, lack of dualistic thinking and oneness. The second is selections from the 
Dhammapada, a well-known Buddhist text that is reputed to be the words of the 
Buddha [which means “enlightened one” and is not a name] Gautama himself. This 
poetic text, set out in verse, covers many aspects of thinking and behaviour. Read 


and enjoy! 


ON BELIEVING IN MIND (SHINJIN-NO-ME}) 


1. The Perfect Way knows no difficulties 
Except that it refuses to make preferences; 
Only when freed From hate and love, 

It reveals itself Fully and without disguise; 
A tenth of an inch's difference, 

And heaven and earth are set apart; 

IF you wish to see it before your own eyes, 


Have no fixed thoughts either for or against it. 


2. To set up what you like against what you dislike - 
This is the disease of the mind: 
When the deep meaning [of the Way] is not understood 


Peace of mind is disturbed to no purpose. 
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3. [The Way is] perfect like unto vast space, 
With nothing wanting, nothing superfluous: 
It is indeed due to making choice 


That its suchness is lost sight of. 


4. Pursue not the outer entanglements, 
Dwell not in the inner void; 
Be serene in the oneness of things, 


And [dualism] vanishes by itself. 


5. When you strive to gain quiescence by stopping motion, 
The quiescence thus gained is ever in motion; 
As long as you tarry in the dualism, 


How can you realise oneness? 


6. And when oneness is not thoroughly understood, 
In two ways loss is sustained: 
The denying of reality is the asserting of it, 


And the asserting of emptiness is the denying of it. 


7. Wordiness and intellection-- 
The more with them the further astray we go; 
Away therefore with wordiness and intellection, 


And there is no place where we cannot pass freely. 


256 


8. When we return to the root, we gain the meaning; 
When we pursue external objects, we lose the reason. 
The moment we are enlightened within, 


We go beyond the voidness of a world confronting us. 


9. Transformations going on in an empty world which confronts us 
Appear real all because of Ignorance: 
Try not to seek after the true, 


Only cease to cherish opinions. 


10. Abide not with dualism, 
Carefully avoid pursuing it; 
As soon as you have right and wrong, 


Confusion ensues, and Mind is lost. 


11. The two exist because of the One, 
But hold not even to this One; 
When a mind is not disturbed, 


The ten thousand things offer no offence. 


12. No offence offered, and no ten thousand things; 
No disturbance going, and no mind set up to work: 
The subject is quieted when the object ceases, 


The object ceases when the subject is quieted. 
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13. The object is an object For the subject, 
The subject is a subject For the object: 
Know that the relativity of the two 


Rests ultimately on one Emptiness. 


14. In one Emptiness the two are not distinguished, 


And each contains in itself all the ten thousand things; 


When no discrimination is made between this and that. 


How can a one-sided and prejudiced view arise? 


15. The Great Way is calm and large-hearted, 
For it nothing is easy, nothing is hard; 
Small views are irresolute, 


The more in haste the tardier they go. 


16. Clinging is never kept within bounds, 
It is sure to go the wrong way; 
Quit it, and things Follow their own courses, 


While the Essence neither departs nor abides. 


17. Obey the nature of things, and you are in concord with the Way, 


Calm and easy and Free From annoyance; 


But when your thoughts are tied, you turn away from the truth, 


They grow heavier and duller and are not at all sound. 
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18. When they are not sound, the spirit is troubled; 
What is the use of being partial and one-sided then? 
IF you want to walk the course of the One Vehicle, 


Be not prejudiced against the six sense-objects. 


19. When you are not prejudiced against the six sense-objects, 
You are then one with the Enlightenment; 

The wise are non-active, 

While the ignorant bind themselves up; 

While in the law itself there is no individuation, 

They ignorantly attach themselves to particular objects. 

It is their own mind that creates illusions-- 


Is this not the greatest of all self-contradictions? 


20. The ignorant cherish the idea of rest and unrest, 
The enlightened have no likes and dislikes: 

All forms of dualism 

Are contrived by the ignorant themselves. 

They are like unto visions and flowers in the air; 

Why should we trouble ourselves to take hold of them? 
Gain and loss, right and wrong - 


Away with them once for all! 


21. IF an eye never falls asleep, 


All dreams will by themselves cease: 
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IF the Mind retains its absoluteness, 


The ten thousand things are of one Suchness. 


22. When the deep mystery of one Suchness is fathomed, 

All of a sudden we forget the external entanglements; 

When the ten thousand things are viewed in their oneness, 

We return to the origin and remain where we always have been. 
23. Forget the wherefore of things, 

And we attain to a state beyond analogy; 

Movement stopped and there is no movement, 

Rest set in motion and there is no rest; 

When dualism does no more obtain, 


Oneness itself abides not. 


24. The ultimate end of things where they cannot go any Further 

Is not bound by rules and measures: 

In the Mind harmonious [with the Way] we have the principle of identity, 
In which we find all strivings quieted; 

Doubts and irresolutions are completely done away with, 

And the right faith is straightened; 

There is nothing left behind, There is nothing retained, 

Allis void, lucid, and self-illuminating; 

There is no exertion, no waste of energy - 

This is where thinking never attains, 


This is where the imagination fails to measure. 
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25. In the higher realm of true Suchness 
There is neither "self" nor "other": 
When direct identification is sought, 


We can only say, "Not two". 


26. In being "not two" all is the same, 
All that is is comprehended in it; 
The wise in the ten quarters, 


They all enter into this Absolute Reason. 


27. This Absolute Reason is beyond time and space, 
For it one instant is ten thousand years; 
Whether we see it or not, 


It is manifest everywhere in all the ten quarters. 


28. Infinitely small things are as large as large things can be, 
For here no external conditions obtain; 
Infinitely large things are as small as small things can be, 


For objective limits are here of no consideration. 


29. What is is the same as what is not, 
What is not is the same as what is: 
Where this state of things Fails to obtain, 


Indeed, no tarrying there. 
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30. One in All, 
Allin One - 
IF only this is realised, 


No more worry about your not being perfect! 


31. Where Mind and each believing mind are not divided, 
And undivided are each believing mind and Mind, 
This is where words Fail; 


For itis not of the past, present, and Future. 


TRACES OF THE DHAMMAPADA 


Chapter | 


The Twin-Verses 


1. All that we are is the result of what we have thought: it is Founded on our 
thoughts, it is made up of our thoughts. IF a person speaks or acts with an evil 
thought, pain follows them, as the wheel Follows the foot of the ox that draws the 


Carriage. 


2. All that we are is the result of what we have thought: it is Founded on our 


thoughts, it is made up of our thoughts. IF a person speaks or acts with a pure 


thought, happiness follows them, like a shadow that never leaves them. 
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3. "He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me," - in those who 


harbour such thoughts hatred will never cease. 


4. "He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me," - in those who do 


not harbour such thoughts hatred will cease. 


5. For hatred does not cease by hatred at any time: hatred ceases by love, this is an 


old rule. 


6. The world does not know that we must all come to an end here; - but those who 


know it, their quarrels cease at once. 


7. Those who live looking for pleasures only, their senses uncontrolled, 
immoderate in their Food, idle and weak, the tempter will certainly overthrow 


them, as the wind throws down a weak tree. 


8. Those who live without looking for pleasures, their senses well controlled, 


moderate in their food, faithful and strong, them the tempter will certainly not 


overthrow, any more than the wind throws down a rocky mountain. 


11. They who imagine truth in untruth, and see untruth in truth, never arrive at 


truth, but follow vain desires. 


12. They who know truth in truth, and untruth in untruth, arrive at truth, and follow 


true desires. 
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13. As rain breaks through an ill-thatched house, passion will break through an 


unreflecting mind. 


14. As rain does not break through a well-thatched house, passion will not break 
through a well-reflecting mind. 
15. The evil-doer mourns in this world, and they mourn in the next; they mourn in 


both. They mourn and suffer when they see the evil of their own work. 


16. The virtuous one delights in this world, and they delight in the next; they 
delight in both. They delight and rejoice, when they see the purity of their own 


work. 


17. The evil-doer suffers in this world, and they suffer in the next; they suffer in 
both. They suffer when they think of the evil they have done; they suffer more 


when going on the evil path. 


18. The virtuous one is happy in this world, and they are happy in the next; they are 
happy in both. They are happy when they think of the good they have done; they 


are still more happy when going on the good path. 


19. The thoughtless person, even if they can recite a large portion (of the law), but 


is not a doer of it, has no share in the priesthood, but is like a cowherd counting the 


cows of others. 
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20. The Follower of the law, even if they can recite only a small portion (of the law), 
but, having forsaken passion and hatred and foolishness, possesses true 
knowledge and serenity of mind, they, caring for nothing in this world or that to 


come, have indeed a share in the priesthood. 


Chapter Il 


On Earnestness 


21. Earnestness is the path of immortality (Nirvana), thoughtlessness the path of 
death. Those who are in earnest do not die, those who are thoughtless are as if 


dead already. 


22. Those who are advanced in earnestness, having understood this clearly, delight 


in earnestness, and rejoice in the knowledge of the elect. 


23. These wise people, meditative, steady, always possessed of strong powers, 


attain to Nirvana, the highest happiness. 


24. IF an earnest person has roused themselves, if they are not forgetful, if their 


deeds are pure, if they act with consideration, if they restrain themselves, and live 


according to law, - then their glory will increase. 


31. A mendicant who delights in earnestness, who looks with fear on 


thoughtlessness, moves about like Fire, burning all their Fetters, small or large. 
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32. A mendicant who delights in reflection, who looks with fear on 
thoughtlessness, cannot fall away (from his perfect state) - they are close upon 


Nirvana. 


Chapter III 


Thought 


33. As a fletcher makes straight his arrow, a wise person makes straight their 
trembling and unsteady thought, which is difficult to guard, difficult to hold back. 
34. As a fish taken From its watery home and thrown on dry ground, our thought 


trembles all over in order to escape the dominion of the tempter. 


35. It is good to tame the mind, which is difficult to hold in and Flighty, rushing 


wherever it lists; a tamed mind brings happiness. 


36. Let the wise one guard their thoughts, For they are difficult to perceive, very 


artful, and they rush wherever they list: thoughts well guarded bring happiness. 


39. IF someone's thoughts are not dissipated, if their mind is not perplexed, if they 


have ceased to think of good or evil, then there is no fear for them while they are 


watchful. 


41. Before long, alas! this body will lie on the earth, despised, without 


understanding, like a useless log. 
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42. Whatever a hater may do to a hater, or an enemy to an enemy, a wrongly 


directed mind will do us greater mischief. 


43. Not a mother, not a Father, will do so much, nor any other relative; a well- 


directed mind will do us greater service. 


Chapter IV 


Flowers 


46. The one who knows that this body is like froth, and has learnt that it is as 


insubstantial as a mirage, will break the Flower-pointed arrow of the tempter, and 


never see the king of death. 


47. Death carries off the one who is gathering flowers and whose mind is 


distracted, as a Flood carries off a sleeping village. 


50. Not the perversities of others, not their sins of commission or omission, but 


their own misdeeds and negligences should a sage take notice of. 


51. Like a beautiful Flower, Full of colour, but without scent, are the fine but 


Fruitless words of the one who does not act accordingly. 


52. But, like a beautiful Flower, Full of colour and Full of scent, are the fine and 


Fruitful words of the one who acts accordingly. 
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Chapter V 


The Fool 


60. Long is the night to the one who is awake; long is a mile to the one who is tired; 


long is life to the Foolish who do not know the true law. 


61. IF a traveller does not meet with one who is their better, or their equal, let 


them Firmly keep to their solitary journey; there is no companionship with a fool. 


62. "These sons belong to me, and this wealth belongs to me," with such thoughts 
a Fool is tormented. They do not belong to themselves; how much less sons and 


wealth? 


64. IF a Fool be associated with the wise one even all his life, they will perceive the 


truth as little as a spoon perceives the taste of soup. 


65. IF an intelligent person be associated for one minute only with a wise one, he 


will soon perceive the truth, as the tongue perceives the taste of soup. 


75. "One is the road that leads to wealth, another the road that leads to Nirvana;" 


if the mendicant, the disciple of enlightenment, has learnt this, they will not yearn 


For honour, they will strive after separation From the world. 
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Chapter VI 


The Wise Person 


76. IF you see an intelligent person who tells you where true treasures are to be 
found, who shows what is to be avoided, and administers reproofs, Follow that 


wise person; it will be better, not worse, for those who follow them. 


78. Do not have evil-doers for friends, do not have low people for friends: have 


virtuous people for Friends, have for Friends the best of human beings. 


80. Well-makers lead the water (wherever they like); Fletchers bend the arrow; 


carpenters bend a log of wood; wise people Fashion themselves. 


81. As a solid rock is not shaken by the wind, wise people falter not amidst blame 


and praise. 


82. Wise people, after they have listened to the laws, become serene, like a deep, 


smooth, and still lake. 


83. Good people walk on whatever happens, the good do not prattle, longing For 


pleasure; whether touched by happiness or sorrow wise people never appear 


elated or depressed. 
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Chapter VII 


The Venerable 


90. There is no suffering for the one who has finished their journey, and 


abandoned grief, who has freed themselves on all sides, and thrown off all Fetters. 


92. Those who have no riches, who live on recognised food, who have perceived 


void and unconditioned freedom (Nirvana), their path is difficult to understand, 


like that of birds in the air. 


96. Their thought is quiet, quiet are their words and deeds, when they have 


obtained Freedom by true knowledge, when they have thus become quiet people. 


99. Forests are delightful; where the world finds no delight, there the passionless 


will Find delight, for they look not For pleasures. 


Chapter IX 


Evil 


116. IF a person would hasten towards the good, they should keep their thought 


away From evil; if a person does what is good slothfully, their mind delights in evil. 


117. Ifa person commits a sin, let them not do it again; let them not delight in sin: 


pain is the outcome of evil. 
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118. IF a person does what is good, let them do it again; let them delight in it: 


happiness is the outcome of good. 


119. Even an evil-doer sees happiness as long as the evil deed has not ripened; but 


when the evil deed has ripened, then does the evil-doer see evil. 


120. Even a good person sees evil days, as long as the good deed has not ripened; 


but when the good deed has ripened, then does the good person see happy days. 


121. Let no person think lightly of evil, saying in their heart, It will not come nigh 
unto me. Even by the falling of water-drops a water-pot is Filled; the Fool becomes 


Full of evil, even if it is gathered little by little. 


122. Let no person think lightly of good, saying in their heart, It will not come nigh 
unto me. Even by the falling of water-drops a water-pot is filled; the wise person 


becomes full of good, even if it is gathered little by little. 


Chapter X 


Punishment 


141. Not nakedness, not plaited hair, not dirt, not Fasting, or lying on the earth, not 


rubbing with dust, not sitting motionless, can purify a mortal who has not 


overcome desires. 
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143. Is there in this world any person so restrained by humility that they do not 


mind reproof, as a well-trained horse the whip? 


145. Well-makers lead the water (wherever they like); Fletchers bend the arrow; 


carpenters bend a log of wood; good people fashion themselves. 


Chapter XII 


Self 


158. Let each person direct themselves first to what is proper, then let them teach 


others; thus a wise person will not suffer. 


159. IF a person make themselves as they teach others to be, then, being 
themselves well subdued, they may subdue (others); one's own self is indeed 


difficult to subdue. 


163. Bad deeds, and deeds hurtful to ourselves, are easy to do; what is beneficial 


and good, that is very difficult to do. 


165. By oneself the evil is done, by oneself one suffers; by oneself evil is left 


undone, by oneself one is purified. Purity and impurity belong to oneself, no one 


can purify another. 
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Chapter XIll 


The World 


170. Look upon the world as a bubble, look upon it as a mirage: the king of death 


does not see him who looks down upon the world thusly. 


Chapter XIV 


The Enlightened 


180. The one whom no desire with its snares and poisons can lead astray, by what 


track can you lead them, the Enlightened, the Omniscient, the trackless? 


187. Even in heavenly pleasures they Find no satisfaction, the disciple who is Fully 


enlightened delights only in the destruction of all desires. 


Chapter XV 


Happiness 


197. Let us live happily then, not hating those who hate us! Among people who 


hate us let us dwell free From hatred! 


198. Let us live happily then, free From ailments among the ailing! Among people 


who are ailing let us dwell free From ailments! 
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199. Let us live happily then, free From greed among the greedy! Among people 


who are greedy let us dwell free from greed! 


200. Let us live happily then, though we call nothing our own! We shall be like the 


bright gods, Feeding on happiness! 


201. Victory breeds hatred, for the conquered is unhappy. The one who has given 


up both victory and defeat, they, the contented, are happy. 


204. Health is the greatest of gifts, contentedness the best riches; trust is the best 


of relationships, Nirvana the highest happiness. 


Chapter XVI 


Pleasure 


210. Let no one ever look for what is pleasant, or what is unpleasant. Not to see 


what is pleasant is pain, and it is pain to see what is unpleasant. 


211. Let, therefore, no one love anything; loss of the beloved is evil. Those who 


love nothing and hate nothing, have no Fetters. 


217. The one who possesses virtue and intelligence, who is just, speaks the truth, 


and does what is their own business, that one the world will hold dear. 
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218. The one in whom a desire for the Ineffable (Nirvana) has sprung up, who is 
satisfied in their mind, and whose thoughts are not bewildered by love, that one is 


called “carried upwards by the stream”. 


Chapter XVII 


Anger 


221. Let a person leave anger, let a person forsake pride, let a person overcome all 


bondage! No sufferings befall the person who is not attached to name and form, 


and who calls nothing their own. 


222. The person who holds back rising anger like a rolling chariot, that one | call a 


real driver; other people are but holding the reins. 


223. Let a person overcome anger by love, let them overcome evil by good; let 


them overcome the greedy by liberality, the liar by truth! 


226. Those who are ever watchful, who study day and night, and who strive after 


Nirvana, their passions will come to an end. 


228. There never was, there never will be, nor is there now, a person who is always 


blamed, or a person who is always praised. 
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Chapter XIX 


The Just 


256, 257. A person is not just if they pursue a matter by violence; no, they who 
distinguish both right and wrong, who are learned and lead others, not by violence, 
but by law and equity, and who are guarded by the law and act intelligently, that 


one is called just. 


258. A person is not learned because they talk much; the one who is patient, free 


From hatred and fear, that one is called learned. 


261. The one in whom there is truth, virtue, love, restraint, moderation, the one 


who is free From impurity and is wise, that one is called an elder. 


262. An envious greedy, dishonest person does not become respectable by means 


of much talking alone, or by the beauty of their complexion. 


Chapter XX 


The Way 


277. All created things perish,’ the one who knows and sees this becomes passive 


in pain; this is the way to purity. 


278. All created things are grief and pain,’ the one who knows and sees this 


becomes passive in pain; this is the way that leads to purity. 
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279. All forms are unreal,’ the one who knows and sees this becomes passive in 


pain; this is the way that leads to purity. 


280. The one who does not rouse themselves when it is time to rise, who, though 
young and strong, is Full of sloth, whose will and thought are weak, that lazy and 


idle person will never find the way to knowledge. 


Chapter XXI 


Miscellaneous 


304. Good people shine from afar, like the snowy mountains; bad people are not 


seen, like arrows shot by night. 


305. The one alone who, without ceasing, practises the duty of sitting alone and 


sleeping alone, that one, subduing themselves, will rejoice in the destruction of all 


desires alone, as if living in a Forest. 


Chapter XXV 


The Mendicant 


360. Restraint in the eye is good, good is restraint in the ear, in the nose restraint is 


good, good is restraint in the tongue. 


361. In the body restraint is good, good is restraint in speech, in thought restraint 


is good, good is restraint in all things. A mendicant, restrained in all things, is freed 
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From all pain. 


362. He who controls his hand, he who controls his Feet, he who controls his 
speech, he who is well controlled, he who delights inwardly, who is collected, who 


is solitary and content, him they call mendicant. 


363. The mendicant who controls his mouth, who speaks wisely and calmly, who 


teaches the meaning and the law, his word is sweet. 


364. He who dwells in the law, delights in the law, meditates on the law, follows 


the law, that mendicant will never Fall away from the true law. 


365. Let him not despise what he has received, nor ever envy others: a mendicant 


who envies others does not obtain peace of mind. 


366. A mendicant who, though he receives little, does not despise what he has 


received, even the gods will praise him, if his life is pure, and if he is not slothful. 


367. He who never identifies himself with name and Form, and does not grieve over 


what is no more, he indeed is called a mendicant. 


368. The mendicant who acts with kindness, who is calm in the doctrine of 


enlightenment, will reach the quiet place (Nirvana), cessation of natural desires, 


and happiness. 
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380. For self is the lord of self, self is the refuge of self; therefore curb thyself as 


the merchant curbs a good horse. 


Six Precepts by Tilopa 


No thought, 
no reflection, 
no analysis, 
No cultivation, 
no intention; 


Let it settle itself. 


That concludes my appraisal of the notion “there is nothing to stick to”, otherwise 
referred to in this First part of my book as “anarchy” ahead of the second part 
which will address morality more explicitly and exclusively before developing into 
other areas. | have covered the idea in spiritual, philosophical, artistic or aesthetic, 
cultural and political senses. There are, between these senses, connections, 
continuities and discontinuities, as well as the Fundamental matter of an 
interpenetration of each into the others, which | have not been able to draw out, 
even in such a large volume as this, due to space considerations. But this is no bad 
thing for, as philosophers, or merely as intellectual animals with the ability to 
think, our primary duty is to utilise that faculty rather than to be those who read 
things to be told what to think. This is what being a thinking human being is whilst 
the latter process seems to view human beings more as machines in need of 


instructions. None of the examples | have detailed in this First part of the book are 
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examples of people who would want to tell you what to think in detail, as | myself 
am not either. But they, as I, would all expect that you did think, became fully 
human beings and so took responsibility for your own lives and the thoughts which 
direct them and, through them, by a process of aggregation, the societies and so 
the world we all live in. This, it may be seen, is actually the logical conclusion of the 
belief “there is nothing to stick to.” For is that idea not, in Fact, the radical 
conclusion that you are responsible For yourself yet, in that, responsible For or to 
NOTHING AT ALL? And so is our conclusion not that human life and existence is 
ever a Something human beings make out of Nothing and, being that, that it can 
always be made and remade and remade again? Truly, there IS nothing to stick to 
and, in acknowledging that, is human life not actually more about an innocence 


than an epistemology we can be blamed for? 
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PART 2: THE FICTION OF MORALITY 


A discussion of a/morality quite often in the context of Nietzschean philosophy 


and hermeneutics. 


In the First part of There is nothing to stick to, “Every step is on the path,” | wrote 
about anarchy in areas spiritual, philosophical, artistic, cultural, natural and 
political and about what living “according to nature” might mean. But, in both 
cases, there is an issue to be resolved and that issue is called “morality,” a subject | 
hinted at a Few times in part one. This is because, whether talking about “anarchy” 
or about “nature,” one issue that will continuously arise is the moral issue and 
questions about what it is and isn’t moral to do and how we should behave in our 
lives in the world and on what basis that might be decided. Accordingly, in part two 
here | intend to address these questions, all the while assuming what | have already 
said in the First part of the book which serves as an orientation to what | will say 
here as well as my starting point. | especially intend in this part of the book to 
probe the issue of morality in dialogue with some of the core ideas of the thought 
of Friedrich Nietzsche. What will Follow will then be a recontextualization and re- 


understanding of morality as a result. 
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N: A PRELIMINARY DISCUSSION OF MORALITY IN CONVERSATION WITH 


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 


By any measure, the matter of morality is one of the key topics For discussion in 
the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche. Indeed, it is perhaps not too strong to say it 
might even be the topic of discussion and even when it does not appear to be. 


Nietzsche, it might be said, seems to conceive that the very basis of thought itself, 
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and so all that we do or could think about, has been subject either to moral 
feelings or moral concepts or both. Nietzsche explicitly addresses morality as the 
theme of three of his major works, those being Daybreak, Beyond Good and Evil 
and On the Genealogy of Morality. Further to this, there is at least a notable 
section in his earlier work Human, All Too Human which addresses a topic 
Nietzsche returns to several times, “On The History of Moral Feelings”. Morality, 
moreover, raises its head passim throughout the Nietzschean canon. What | 
propose to do in this section of my book is not attempt anything so grand as an all- 
encompassing round up of this thought but, rather, to tell my own story in 
interaction with it. Thus, the Final product should not be something for which 
Nietzsche should be held accountable but only | myself. As a prelude to this | refer 
to the preface to Daybreak in which Nietzsche, obsessed as ever with ‘German- 
ness’ and what that might refer to, is also interested in ‘logical evaluations’ and so 


morality since an evaluation comes to be a moral thing: 


“But logical evaluations are not the deepest or most fundamental to which our 
audacious mistrust can descend: faith in reason, with which the validity of these 
judgments must stand or fall, is, as faith, a moral phenomenon... Perhaps German 
pessimism still has one last step to take? Perhaps it has once again to set beside one 
another in fearful fashion its credo and its absurdum? And if this book is pessimistic 
even into the realm of morality, even to the point of going beyond faith in morality - 
should it not for this very reason be a German book? For it does in fact exhibit a 
contradiction and is not afraid of it: in this book faith in morality is withdrawn - but 
why? Out of morality! Or what else should we call that which informs it - and us? for 


our taste is for more modest expressions. But there is no doubt that a ‘thou shalt’ still 
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speaks to us too, that we too still obey a stern law set over us - and this is the last 
moral law which can make itself audible even to us, which even we know how to live, 
in this if in anything we too are still men of conscience: namely, in that we do not 
want to return to that which we consider outlived and decayed, to anything 
unworthy of belief, be it called God, virtue, truth, justice, charity; that we do not 
permit ourselves any bridges-of-lies to ancient ideals; that we are hostile from the 
heart to everything that wants to mediate and mix with us; hostile to every kind of 
faith and Christianness existing today; hostile to the half-and-halfness of all 
romanticism and fatherland-worship; hostile, too, towards the pleasure-seeking and 
lack of conscience of the artists which would like to persuade us to worship where we 
no longer believe - for we are artists; hostile, in short, to the whole of European 
feminism (or idealism, if you prefer that word), which is for ever ‘drawing us upward’ 
and precisely thereby for ever ‘bringing us down’: - it is only as men of this conscience 
that we still feel ourselves related to the German integrity and piety of millennia, 
even if as its most questionable and final descendants, we immoralists, we godless 
men of today, indeed in a certain sense as its heirs, as the executors of its innermost 
will - a pessimistic will, as aforesaid, which does not draw back from denying itself 
because it denies with joy! In us there is accomplished - supposing you want a formula 


- the self-sublimation of morality.” (Daybreak, Preface, 4) 


Here Nietzsche exhibits a withdrawal of Faith in morality... out of morality! Yet he 
does not deny a “thou shalt”, the moral impulse, but he does impugn an idea of 
morality which seems altogether more based in reason. This, as we shall see, is a 
necessary step and one Nietzsche felt about most strongly. Beliefs, thought 


Nietzsche, were things that should prove their worth if we are to be those who 


284 


regard ourselves as “of conscience”. So there is here a foregrounding of an 
inquisitive and intellectual honesty in that beliefs found wanting cannot be 
retained in any case because we think we might need them if we are to go on as we 
are or as we have been doing. IF something is putrid or decaying, rather, it should 
be called out as such and abandoned. We cannot go on with things which, all things 
considered, are bad for human health. For Nietzsche, this includes such outworn 
beliefs as “God, virtue, truth, justice, charity” which are “ancient ideals” yet stink of 
“Christianness” and “idealism” which he brands “feminism” in a way that is very 
chauvinistic For there is no doubt that Nietzsche was very much a chauvinist as we 
might judge him today. Nietzsche denies such values “with joy” and he aims at the 
“self-sublimation” of morality in favour of something more noble instead. Here, to 
summarise, we may say that Nietzsche wishes to dispense with a morality but not 


necessarily morality, appropriately configured, itself. 


Let us now tell a tale of the birth of morality, or, at the very least, the 
manifestation of morality, in conversation with Nietzsche. This is a matter of drives 
or, as Nietzsche also states, instinct. Morality is not For Nietzsche in the first place 
a matter of rationality or the rational Faculties decreeing a need for morality or 
virtue. Rather, as rational animals, human beings Feel the need to bolster drives or 
instincts or feelings with or by means of reasons. This, in turn, reveals what, to me 
at least, seems a rather interesting insight: we are moral because we seem to want 
to be - assuming that we want to be moral at all, that is. Here matters become 
more complex for while we may speak of moral feelings or moral concepts, which 
are not the same thing, neither mandates the existence of something called 


“morality” which is out there waiting to be Found. In a similar way we may speak of 
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“truths” yet point out that this does not mean that “Truth” exists as an 


independent, arbitrating entity. 


What we have so Far discovered, however, in our rather loose story is that morality 
appears to require rationality For us rational animals. What would be the point of 
an irrational morality? Being moral, we have decided, must occur according to 
some rational scheme, it must be quite literally “reasonable”. However, this 
thinking starts to go rapidly off-course here and rationality is misused. A post- 
instinctual reasoning is instantiated as a pre-instinctual and rational grounding. We 
impute rationality, and so that morality which is rational which we regard ourselves 
as having, to the nature of the universe itself. It is “out there” waiting to be Found 
by us in order that we can attune ourselves to it and so live in accordance with 
morality and rationality. The universe becomes rational and moral in a way that it is 
not. Morality, born in instinct or due to the need to satisfy drives, becomes 
rational, then customary, then traditional. It becomes a code or a law for lining up 
with the morality that is inherent in the universe. Now actions themselves, which 
were, prior to such a rational morality, merely actions with consequences, become 
in themselves either right or wrong. Everything is tagged and labelled and set in an 
algorithm of right and wrong, good and evil. As tradition, such morality becomes 


indistinguishable from the nature that was its background and possibility. 


It goes without saying that all kinds of beliefs are required to think that we actually 
live in such a rational, moral world and that it is the human moral task to live in 
accordance with what is already set over and above us by the universe itself as the 


natural order of things. Of course, not everyone is in agreement that such things 
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are actually the case or even that it would be desirable for them to be so. One such 
thing is what Nietzsche in his book Human, All Too Human (HATH) calls “intelligible 
freedom” which is something we might be said to need in order to be moral in such 
a world. After all, if we cannot freely choose the good, and if what is good is not 
itself intelligible, then we might have problems justifying ourselves as moral on 
schemes such as that so far proposed. Yet Nietzsche calls this “intelligible 


freedom” a “Fable” in a section of HATH which | will now quote in Full: 


“The fable of intelligible freedom. - The principal stages in the history of the 
sensations by virtue of which we make anyone accountable for his actions, that is to 
say, of the moral sensations, are as follows. First of all one calls individual actions 
good or bad quite irrespective of their motives but solely on account of their useful or 
harmful consequences. Soon, however, one forgets the origin of these designations 
and believes that the quality 'good' and 'evil' is inherent in the actions themselves, 
irrespective of their consequences: thus committing the same error as that by which 
language designates the stone itself as hard, the tree itself as green - that is to say, by 
taking for cause that which is effect. Then one consigns the being good or being evil 
to the motives and regards the deeds in themselves as morally ambiguous. One goes 
further and accords the predicate good or evil no longer to the individual motive but 
to the whole nature of a man out of whom the motive grows as the plant does from 
the soil. Thus one successively makes men accountable for the effects they produce, 
then for their actions, then for their motives, and finally for their nature. Now one 
finally discovers that this nature, too, cannot be accountable, inasmuch as it is 
altogether a necessary consequence and assembled from the elements and influence 


of things past and present: that is to say, that man can be made accountable for 
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nothing, not for his nature, nor for his motives, nor for his actions, nor for the effects 
he produces. One has thereby attained to the knowledge that the history of the moral 
sensations is the history of an error, the error of accountability, which rests on the 
error of freedom of will. - Schopenhauer concluded otherwise, thus: because certain 
actions bring after them a feeling of displeasure (‘consciousness of guilt’), there must 
exist a sense of accountability; for there would be no ground for this feeling of 
displeasure if not only were all the actions of man determined by necessity - which is 
in fact the case, a view also held by this philosopher - but man himself acquired his 
entire nature with this same necessity - which Schopenhauer denies. From the fact of 
that feeling of displeasure Schopenhauer believes he can demonstrate a freedom 
which man must have acquired somehow, not in respect of his actions but in respect 
to his nature: freedom to be thus or thus, that is to say, not to act thus or thus. From 
the esse, the sphere of freedom and accountability, there follows in his opinion the 
operarit - the sphere of strict causality, necessity and unaccountability. That feeling of 
displeasure appears to relate to the operari, to be sure - to that extent it is in error - in 
truth, however, to the esse, which is the deed of the free will, the basic cause of the 
existence of an individual: man becomes that which he wills to become, his willing 
precedes his existence. - Here the erroneous conclusion is drawn that from the fact of 
a feeling of displeasure there can be inferred the justification, the rational 
admissibility of this feeling of displeasure; and from this erroneous conclusion 
Schopenhauer arrives at his fantastic concept of so-called intelligible freedom. But a 
feeling of displeasure after a deed is absolutely not obliged to be rational; on the 
contrary, it cannot be, since it rests precisely on the erroneous presupposition that 
that deed need not have taken place of necessity. Thus: it is because man regards 


himself as free, not because he is free, that he feels remorse and pangs of conscience. 
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- This feeling is, moreover, something one can disaccustom oneself to, and many 
people do not feel it at all in respect of actions which evoke it in others. It is a very 
changeable thing, tied to the evolution of morality and culture and perhaps present in 
only a relatively brief span of world-history. - No one is accountable for his deeds, no 
one for his nature; to judge is the same thing as to be unjust. This also applies when 
the individual judges himself. The proposition is as clear as daylight, and yet here 
everyone prefers to retreat back into the shadows and untruth: from fear of the 


consequences.” (HATH, section 39) 


This is typical Nietzsche and in it Nietzsche unpicks customary human thinking, he 
details human errors about themselves, how they think and so what they are and 
are not. He shows how we move from descriptions of actions based purely in 
consequences to making things things “in themselves”, not least, of course, us 
ourselves! It is unclear to Nietzsche that this is anything other than a simple error, 
a getting it wrong or, at the very least, reaching a conclusion which it is possible to 
logically undermine - and Nietzsche regarded himself as nothing less than a 
subterranean thinker showing how the grand buildings of human thought had no 
Foundations to speak of. In this case Nietzsche argues that human beings “can be 
made accountable for nothing” and he further points out that feelings of 
displeasure need not be rational and neither need human beings be “free”, 
whatever sense we give to that idea, simply because they imagine, or even think 
they can justify, that they are. For Nietzsche it is because human beings think 
themselves free that the problems for morality follow. How much more 
troublesome might this become if and when Nietzsche concludes that they aren’t 


“Free” at all?! So Nietzsche insists that no one is accountable for their deeds or for 


289 


their nature. The thinking into which human beings got themselves does not stand 


up and human beings now suffer From their own errors of thought. 


So, if our tale, to speak of the Fiction of a rational, moral universe to which our 
Free, rational will can choose to match up (and so be moral), is to stand, we need to 
become rational, moral agents, people capable of choosing to be moral in the First 
place. This is what constitutes our accountability within a morally conceived 
universe and it is, coincidentally, the basis of human legal systems. People are 
assumed to be rational, to know right from wrong, and to have the ability to freely 
choose it. IF they aren’t Free, if they aren’t rational, if they could not know good 
from evil, then how could they be held accountable? This is our thinking process. 
People, we think, can be held responsible or blamed for the wrong they do, 
something which also signs on to the idea that there are actions which simply are 
wrong, in themselves or by being so designated, to begin with. But, as we have 
already seen, for this to hold we need to invent (as Nietzsche sees it) lots of things 
which just don’t seem to hold water. Nietzsche even questions in his writing if 


i bas 


there is an which is a subject that carries out the actions to which it is 
linguistically tied. And we must also not forget that Nietzsche sites the 
manifestation of morals not in some reason, which he regards as merely a tool or 
Faculty that can be put to use by various human drives, but in instinct or those 


drives themselves. Thus, he can write things like this which | take from On the 


Genealogy of Morality (GM): 


“— But let us return: the problem of the other origin of ‘good’, of good as thought up 


by the man of ressentiment, demands its solution. — There is nothing strange about 
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the fact that lambs bear a grudge towards large birds of prey: but that is no reason to 
blame the large birds of prey for carrying off the little lambs. And if the lambs say to 
each other, ‘These birds of prey are evil; and whoever is least like a bird of prey and 
most like its opposite, a lamb, — is good, isn’t he?’, then there is no reason to raise 
objections to this setting-up of an ideal beyond the fact that the birds of prey will 
view it somewhat derisively, and will perhaps say: ‘We don’t bear any grudge at all 
towards these good lambs, in fact we love them, nothing is tastier than a tender 
lamb.’ - It is just as absurd to ask strength not to express itself as strength, not to be a 
desire to overthrow, crush, become master, to be a thirst for enemies, resistance and 
triumphs, as it is to ask weakness to express itself as strength. A quantum of force is 
just such a quantum of drive, will, action, in fact it is nothing but this driving, willing 
and acting, and only the seduction of language (and the fundamental errors of reason 
petrified within it), which construes and misconstrues all actions as conditional upon 
an agency, a ‘subject’, can make it appear otherwise. And just as the common people 
separates lightning from its flash and takes the latter to be a deed, something 
performed by a subject, which is called lightning, popular morality separates strength 
from the manifestations of strength, as though there were an indifferent substratum 
behind the strong person which had the freedom to manifest strength or not. But 
there is no such substratum, there is no ‘being’ behind the deed, its effect and what 
becomes of it; ‘the doer’ is invented as an afterthought, — the doing is everything. 
Basically, the common people double a deed; when they see lightning, they make a 
doing-a-deed out of it: they posit the same event, first as cause and then as its effect. 
The scientists do no better when they say force moves, force causes’ and such like, - 
all our science, in spite of its coolness and freedom from emotion, still stands exposed 


to the seduction of language and has not rid itself of the changelings foisted upon it, 
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the ‘subjects’ (the atom is, for example, just such a changeling, likewise the Kantian 
‘thing-in-itself ’): no wonder, then, if the entrenched, secretly smouldering emotions of 
revenge and hatred put this belief to their own use and, in fact, do not defend any 
belief more passionately than that the strong are free to be weak, and the birds of 
prey are free to be lambs: - in this way, they gain the right to make the birds of prey 
responsible for being birds of prey... When the oppressed, the downtrodden, the 
violated say to each other with the vindictive cunning of powerlessness: ‘Let us be 
different from evil people, let us be good! And a good person is anyone who does not 
rape, does not harm anyone, who does not attack, does not retaliate, who leaves the 
taking of revenge to God, who keeps hidden as we do, avoids all evil and asks little 
from life in general, like us who are patient, humble and upright’ — this means, if heard 
coolly and impartially, nothing more than: ‘We weak people are just weak; it is good 
to do nothing for which we are not strong enough’ - but this grim state of affairs, this 
cleverness of the lowest rank which even insects possess (which play dead, in order 
not to ‘do too much’ when in great danger), has, thanks to the counterfeiting and self- 
deception of powerlessness, clothed itself in the finery of self-denying, quiet, patient 
virtue, as though the weakness of the weak were itself — | mean its essence, its effect, 
its whole unique, unavoidable, irredeemable reality - a voluntary achievement, 
something wanted, chosen, a deed, an accomplishment. This type of man needs to 
believe in an unbiased ‘subject’ with freedom of choice, because he has an instinct of 
self-preservation and self-affirmation in which every lie is sanctified. The reason the 
subject (or, as we more colloquially say, the soul) has been, until now, the best 
doctrine on earth, is perhaps because it facilitated that sublime self-deception 
whereby the majority of the dying, the weak and the oppressed of every kind could 


construe weakness itself as freedom, and their particular mode of existence as an 
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accomplishment.” (GM, section 13) 


Nietzsche argues several things here but one is that “the subject” does not exist. 
There is, he thinks, no individual subject which can be made responsible for 
anything, be that thought of as rational or otherwise. There is, in Fact, “only the 
doing” and from the doing a doer, a responsible, rational, moral doer, has been 
invented. This doer is, For Nietzsche, merely the doing doubled and it serves other 
purposes rather than being a convincing picture of what takes place. Humans 
deceive themselves that if something is done someone, some rational, purposive, 
intentional, free and moral being, a unity who can be held responsible, must have 
done it. Nietzsche regards this misstep as the effect of language in which all our 
thought is couched and without which we would not be able to think as we 
conceive of it. In language actions have subjects; something does the thing that is 
done. Yet it is Nietzsche’s suggestion that this linguistic linkage is not empirically 
actual and is a poor description of how human beings act. Thus, Nietzsche goes off 
looking for other explanations as to why people would choose to believe such a 


thing, in which they sanctify their lies about themselves. 


We need to hang a while with such thinking because here there is an important 
point. IF the human being is not constructed as the philosophy of the last few 
hundred years in the West has constructed it then its morality cannot stand either. 
This, indeed, is the consequence of Nietzsche’s attacks upon it Finding their mark. 
Nietzsche himself knew this and, besides pointing out the weakness of prevalent 
theories, he particularly seemed attached to debunking Kant and Schopenhauer, 


he also had theories of his own, the most notable being the “will to power” with 
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which he is now so well identified. Consequently, Nietzsche was not so interested 
in “principles”, which were just the manufacturing of more bone-headed Fictions, as 


he explains here in Beyond Good and Evil (BGE): 


“Physiologists should think twice before deciding that an organic being's primary 
instinct is the instinct for self-preservation. A living being wants above all else to 
release its strength; life itself is the will to power, and self-preservation is only one of 
its indirect and most frequent consequences. Here as everywhere, in short, we must 
beware of superfluous teleological principles! And this is what the instinct for self- 
preservation is (which we owe to the inconsistency of Spinoza). Such are the dictates 
of our method, which in essence demands that we be frugal with our principles.” 


(BGE, section 13) 


In this same text, and shortly after this section, Nietzsche once more returns to the 
linguistic tripwires which human beings have fallen over in their moral ideas. Here 
he interprets it once more as nonsense, or at least as far from certain, that “I” is 


the subject which does things: 


“There are still some harmless self-scrutinizers who think that there are 'immediate 
certainties’, as for example, 'I think', or, in Schopenhauer's superstition 'I will’ - as if 
perception could grasp its object purely and nakedly as the ‘thing in itself’ without any 
falsification on the part of the subject or of the object. But | shall repeat a hundred 
times over that the ‘immediate certainty’, like ‘absolute knowledge’ and the ‘thing in 
itself ', contains a contradictio in adjecto. It's time people freed themselves from the 


seduction of words! Let the common people think that perception means Knowing-to- 
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the-end, the philosopher must say to himself, 'If | analyse the process expressed by the 
proposition "I think", | get a series of audacious assertions that would be difficult if 
not impossible to prove; for example, that | am the one who is thinking, that there has 
to be a something doing the thinking, that thinking is an activity and an effect on the 
part of a being who is thought of as a cause, that an "I" exists, and finally, that we by 
now understand clearly what is designated as thinking - that | know what thinking is. 
For if | had not already decided it for myself how could | determine that what is going 
on is not "willing" or "feeling"? In short, saying "! think" assumes that | am comparing 
my present state with other states that | experience in myself, thereby establishing 
what it is: because of this reference back to another "knowledge", there is, for me at 


least, no immediate "certainty" here .' 


Thus, instead of that ‘immediate certainty’ that the common people may believe in, 
the philosopher gets handed a series of metaphysical questions: these are actually the 
intellect's questions of conscience, such as, 'Where does my concept of thinking come 
from? Why do | believe in cause and effect? What gives me the right to talk about an 
"I", and beyond that an "I as cause", and beyond that yet an "! as the cause of 
thoughts"?' Anyone who dares to answer such metaphysical questions promptly by 
referring to a kind of epistemological intuition (like someone who says, ‘I think, and 
know that this at least is true, real, and certain') will be met with a smile and two 
question marks by the philosopher of today. ‘My dear sir,’ the philosopher may 
suggest, ‘it is improbable that you are not in error, but then why must we insist on 


truth?” (BGE, section 16) 


295 


“As regards the superstition of logicians, | never tire of underlining a quick little fact 
that these superstitious people are reluctant to admit: namely, that a thought comes 
when ‘it' wants to, and not when 'l’ want it to; so it is falsifying the facts to say that 
the subject 'I' is the condition of the predicate 'think'. There is thinking, but to assert 
that ‘there’ is the same thing as that famous old 'I' is, to put it mildly, only an 
assumption, an hypothesis, and certainly not an ‘immediate certainty '. And in the end 
‘there is thinking’ is also going too far : even this 'there' contains an Interpretation of 
the process and is not part of the process itself. People are concluding here according 
to grammatical habit: 'Thinking is an activity; for each activity there is someone who 
acts; therefore-.' Following approximately the same pattern, ancient atomism looked 
for that particle of matter, the atom, to complement the effective ‘energy’ that works 
from out of it; more rigorous minds finally learned to do without this ‘little bit of 
earth' and perhaps some day logicians will even get used to doing without that little 


‘there’ (into which the honest old 'I' has evaporated).” (BGE, section 17) 


Here Nietzsche has again broken the linguistic link between the subject and the 
doing. In effect, he dissolves the human subject. But if there is no human subject, if 
it is not subjects which do things but it is, perhaps instead, simply a chain of doing 
for which we cannot account by making some rational subject responsible, then 
how can there be human subjects who might choose to do something we might call 
moral and so exhibit morality? How could we impugn “a subject” for doing wrong? 


How can the idea of morality that has traditionally been put forward stand? 


As already hinted at, for Nietzsche much of this lies as the result of a reversal in 


which consequences become origins or reasons become instincts. In each case, 
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however, it is the consequences of an error which is Fatal for the human being as 
well as being that which came after being put before. Here we begin to see under 


the hood of the Nietzschean human being: 


“During the longest age of human history - it is called the prehistoric age - an action's 
value or lack of value was determined by its consequences: the action itself was taken 
into consideration as little as its origin. More or less as in China today, where a child's 
distinction or disgrace reflects back on the parent, the retroactive force of the success 
or failure of an action determined whether people thought well or badly of it. Let us 
call this period mankind's pre-moral period: at this time no one had heard of the 
imperative ‘Know thyself’. During the last ten thousand years, however, over large 
stretches of the earth, people have little by little reached the point of determining the 
value of an action not by its consequences but by its origins. Taken as a whole, this 
was a great event, a considerable refinement in perceptions and standards, with the 
unconscious influence of the dominance of aristocratic values and the belief in 
‘origins’ still persisting. It was the badge of a period that we may designate in the 
narrower sense as the moral period, and it signals the first attempt at self-knowledge. 
Instead of consequences, origins: what a reversal of perspective! And most certainly a 
reversal achieved only after long struggles and hesitations! Along with it, to be sure, 
came an ominous new superstition, a peculiar narrowness of interpretation took hold: 
the origin of an action was interpreted in the most precise terms as itself originating 
in an intention; everyone was united in the belief that the value of an action lay in the 
value of its intention. Intention as the entire source and past history of an action: 
almost right up into modern times this prejudice has determined how moral 


judgements have been made on earth, praising, blaming, judging, philosophizing. But 
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now that human beings are again gaining a deeper self-awareness, shouldn't we 
weigh another reversal and fundamental shift in values - might we not be standing at 
the threshold of a period that, to put it negatively, would at first have to be described 
as extra-moral? Is not the suspicion growing, at least among us immoralists, that an 
action's decisive value is demonstrated precisely by that part of it that is not 
intentional; do we not suspect that all of an action's intentionality, everything that 
can be seen or known about it, that can be 'conscious' about it, is still part of its 
surface and skin - which, like all skin, reveals something, but hides even more? In 
short, we believe that the intention is but a sign or a symptom, first of all requiring 
interpretation, and furthermore that it is a sign with so many meanings that as a 
consequence it has almost none in and of itself; we believe that morality in its earlier 
sense, intention-morality, was a_ prejudice, something precipitous or perhaps 
preliminary, something of the order of astrology or alchemy, but in any event 
something that must be overcome. The overcoming of morality, or even (in a certain 
sense) the self-overcoming of morality: let that be the name for the long, clandestine 
work that, was kept in reserve for the most subtle and honest (and also the most 
malicious) people of conscience today, living touchstones of the human heart." (BGE, 


section 32) 


“No matter what philosophical standpoint we may take these days, looking out from 
any position, the erroneousness of the world we think we are living in is the most 
certain and concrete thing our eyes can fasten on: we find a host of reasons for it, 
reasons that might tempt us to speculate about a deceptive principle in the 'nature of 
things’. But anyone who would try to claim that the falsity of the world is due to our 


thought process, to our ‘intellect’ (an honourable way out, taken by every conscious or 
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unconscious advocatus dei), anyone who takes this world with all its space, time, 
form, movement, to be falsely inferred, would at the very least have good reason to 
end by distrusting the thought process itself - for wouldn't this thought process have 
made us the victims of the greatest hoax ever? And what guarantee would we have 
that it wouldn't go on doing what it has always done? In all seriousness, there is 
something touching and awe-inspiring in the innocence of thinkers that allows them 
even nowadays to request honest answers from their consciousness: about whether it 
is 'substantial ', for example, or why it insists on keeping the outside world at such a 
distance, and all sorts of other questions of that kind. The faith in ‘immediate 
certainties’ is morally naive, and does honour to us philosophers, but - we are not 
supposed to be ‘only moral' after all! In any but moral terms, our faith in immediate 
certainties is stupid, and does us no great honour! Maybe it is true that in bourgeois 
life an ever-ready distrust is taken as a sign of ‘bad character' and therefore classified 
as imprudence: here where we are, beyond the bourgeois world and its Yes's and No's- 
what is there to keep us from being imprudent and saying that the philosopher has a 
veritable right to his 'bad character’, as the creature who so far has always been most 
made a fool of on earth - these days he has a duty to be distrustful, to squint out as 


maliciously as he can from the bottom of every abyss of doubt. 


Please forgive me for the joking tone of this sad caricature: for a while now, | myself 
have learned to think differently about deceiving and being deceived, learned to 
assess them differently, so | am always ready to take a few pokes at the philosophers’ 
blind rage at being deceived. Why not? It is nothing but a moral prejudice to consider 
truth more valuable than appearance, it is, in fact, the most poorly proven assumption 


in the world. We should admit at least this much: there would be no life at all if not on 
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the basis of perspectivist assessments and appearances; and if one wanted to do away 
with the ‘apparent world' entirely, as some valiantly enthusiastic and foolish 
philosophers want to do, well then, assuming that people like you could do that - then 
at the very least there would be nothing left of your ‘truth’, either! Really, why should 
we be forced to assume that there is an essential difference between ‘true’ and ‘false’ 
in the first place? Isn't it enough to assume that there are degrees of apparency and, 
so to speak, lighter and darker shadows and hues of appearance - different valeurs to 
use the language of painters ? Why should the world that is relevant to us not be a 
fiction? And if someone asks, 'But mustn't a fiction have an author?' shouldn't we 
answer him bluntly, 'Why? ' Mustn't this 'mustn't' be part of the fiction, too, perhaps? 
Aren't we allowed to be a little bit ironic, not only about predicates and objects, but 
also about subjects? Shouldn't the philosopher be able to rise above a faith in 


grammar? My respects to governesses, but isn't it about time that philosophers 


renounced the religion of governesses?” (BGE, section 34) 


To finish this first part of our conversation, which has been a Nietzschean 
problematising of what we might refer to as “the traditional picture”, we return 
once more to HATH where we Find Nietzsche removing the evil from “evil acts” and 
so accounting for them in ways grounded only in the processes of human life as a 


human being: 


“The innocent element in so-called evil acts. - All 'evil' acts are motivated by the drive 
to preservation or, more exactly, by the individual's intention of procuring pleasure 
and avoiding displeasure; so motivated, however, they are not evil. 'Procuring pain as 


such’ does not exist, except in the brains of philosophers, neither does ‘procuring 
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pleasure as such’ (pity in the Schopenhauerian sense). In conditions obtaining before 
the existence of the state we kill the creature, be it ape or man, that seeks to deprive 
us of a fruit of the tree if we happen to be hungry and are making for the tree ourself: 
as we would still do to the animals even now if we were travelling in inhospitable 
regions. - The evil acts at which we are now most indignant rest on the error that he 
who perpetrates them against us possesses free will, that is to say, that he could have 
chosen not to cause us this harm. It is this belief in choice that engenders hatred, 
revengefulness, deceitfulness, all the degrading our imagination undergoes, while we 
are far less censorious towards an animal because we regard it as unaccountable. To 
do injury not from the drive to preservation but as requital - is the consequence of a 
mistaken judgement and therefore likewise innocent. In conditions obtaining before 
the existence of the state the individual can act harshly and cruelly for the purpose of 
frightening other creatures: to secure his existence through such fear-inspiring tests of 
his power. Thus does the man of violence, of power, the original founder of states, act 
when he subjugates the weaker. His right to do so is the same as the state now 
relegates to itself; or rather, there exists no right that can prevent this from 
happening. The ground for any kind of morality can then be prepared only when a 
greater individual or a collective individuality, for example society, the state, 
subjugates all other individuals, that is to say draws them out of their isolation and 
orders them within a collective. Morality is preceded by compulsion, indeed it is for a 
time itself still compulsion, to which one accommodates oneself for the avoidance of 
what one regards as unpleasurable. Later it becomes custom, later still voluntary 
obedience, finally almost instinct: then, like all that has for a long time been habitual 
and natural, it is associated with pleasure - and is now called virtue.” (HATH, section 


99) 
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So having problematized the so-called traditional picture of morality we must now 
build towards Nietzsche's interpretation of things. We do this by way of further 
problematizations but also by the asking of questions the answers to which 
undermine the idea of a moral universe and ourselves as rational, moral subjects 
capable of being strictly moral or of us as beings primarily motivated by strictly 
moral impulses. Take, For example, the person who wants to act or speak towards 
us in an honest and true way. Does it follow from this that such a person then 


actually speaks the truth? It doesn’t, as Nietzsche shows in HATH: 


“Supposed stages of truth. - One of the commonest false conclusions is this: because 
someone is true and honest towards us, he speaks the truth. Thus a child believes in 
the judgements of its parents, the Christian in the assertions of the founder of the 
Church. There is likewise a disinclination to admit that all that which men have 
defended in earlier centuries with sacrifice of happiness and life were nothing but 
errors: perhaps one says they were stages of truth. But what one thinks at bottom is 
that, if someone has honestly believed in something and has fought and died for his 
belief, it would be altogether too unfair if what had inspired him had actually been no 
more than an error. Such an event seems to go against eternal justice; which is why 
the heart of sensitive people again and again contradicts their head, and decrees: 
there absolutely must exist a necessary connection between moral action and 
intellectual insight. Unhappily it is otherwise; for there is no such thing as eternal 


justice.” (HATH, section 53) 


So a desire to act in truth, were such self-reporting regarded as infallible, does not 


necessarily result in truth itself. The motive or intention cannot Fix the price of 


302 


things and is not definitive of outcomes. Our desire to be moral, even if such a 
thing were demonstrated beyond dispute, which it surely isn’t, doesn’t make 


anything true and it could, in Fact, nevertheless all be error. 


This leads us to ask a question: why do people tell lies? After all, they don’t have to. 
People could simply always tell the truth. Yet every single one of us knows both 
that they don’t and that we ourselves don’t. How does that indisputable fact Fit 
into our thinking about morality and us as so-called moral beings? | myself suggest 
that people tell lies because lies are more interesting than the truth, whatever the 
truth is regarded as being in any individual case. But interesting how? Interesting in 
the sense of that which makes us interested, engages us and provides us with 
meaning. As Viktor Frankl, a student of Nietzsche himself, knew well, people need 
a meaning. Is there any reason why that meaning should be moral? Could it be that 
no one is “honest” and all are “dishonest”? Two more quotes from HATH seem 


pertinent: 


“The point of honesty in deception . - With all great deceivers there is a noteworthy 
occurrence to which they owe their power. In the actual act of deception, with all its 
preparations, its enthralling in voice, expression and gesture, in the midst of the 
scenery designed to give it effect, they are overcome by belief in themselves: it is this 
which then speaks so miraculously and compellingly to those who surround them. The 
founders of religions are distinguished from these great deceivers by the fact that 
they never emerge from this state of self-deception: or very rarely they experience for 
once that moment of clarity when doubt overcomes them; usually, however, they 


comfort themselves by ascribing these moments of clarity to the evil antagonist. Self- 
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deception has to exist if a grand effect is to be produced. For men believe in the truth 


of that which is plainly strongly believed.” (HATH, section 52) 


“Whither honesty can lead. Someone had the bad habit of occasionally examining the 
motives of his actions, which were as good and bad as the motives of everyone else, 
and honestly saying what they were. He excited at first revulsion, then suspicion, 
gradually became altogether proscribed and declared an outlaw in society, until 
finally the law took notice of this infamous being on occasions when usually it closed 
its eyes. Lack of ability to keep silent about the universal secret, and the irresponsible 
tendency to see what no one wants to see - himself - brought him to prison and a 


premature death.” (HATH, section 65) 


In these sections of HATH Nietzsche has once more laid blows at the foundations 
of the traditional picture of morality. In the Former section he speaks of self- 
deception as the source of public deception, that Feeling of power and self-belief 
in which communities, even nations, can be led astray. Meanwhile, in the second 
quoted section, he argues that this deception is actually required for regular 
human living! He conceives of it as good manners or proper etiquette that we 
deceive in a way that seems to be for a very moral purpose. Nietzsche suggests 
that if we could examine our motives thoroughly and always report on them 
exactly and accurately then that would be our doom! In this he seems to concede 
himself that regular human motives are a more or less random admixture of 
“good” and “bad” as strict morality may judge them but he also seems 
unconcerned with such judging in itself. IF, as Nietzsche suggests, human beings 


have an “irresponsible tendency to see what one wants to see” how can such 
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beings conceive of themselves as things which fit within the traditional picture of 
morality? IF we are beings who begin in deceiving ourselves how can we then be 


moral beings or part of moral communities? 


In Fact, it seems that our motives and intentions are not as advertised in any case. 
Even were we able to say we always know what they are - and who among us has 
never done something and immediately wondered why or what they did that for? - 
it is, in any case, not the case that we start off as rational, moral subjects who 
initiate all our thoughts and actions deliberately on rational grounds. No! Instead, 
the human being has drives and desires which do not need rational authority to go 
about their business. They simply nourish themselves as they can, utilising 
rationality and reasons as the need is felt to. So drive and desire cannot be 
explained by a simple recourse to the intellect as ground, source and reason but, 
more than this, we cannot trust the rationalizations people give for their deeds 
which are after the Fact, were not involved in the creating of the fact and are more 
often than not provided in the light of consequences, habit and Felt expectations. 
The perceived need to lie, then, may not come from morality at all and the human 
being cannot be said to be formed on a basis of rational morality with a rational 
and moral being as the basis of their constitution. Indeed, these things seem to 
start in a lying or obfuscating about the truth to our very own selves to all the 
better convince others of the Falsehood we want to tell. In any case, in all this the 
motive force was surely not moral. It seems to me more like the satiation of 
irrational drives which require their nourishment and which later enlist reasons to 
Fit in with the more moral and reasoned habits of our species. But even were it 


rational why must rationality as a Faculty be moral? It is with the now rapidly 
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debunked traditional picture that rationality gets the designation “moral” For in 


that picture rationality and morality become highly identified - in error. 


Nevertheless, human beings in the West, in general and on the whole, have chased 
after a common morality based more closely in the picture | have in this section of 
my project called “the traditional picture”. But Nietzsche shows that there is 
nothing fixed or necessary about this picture. It is not an empirical imperative; 


rather, it is in some sense a choice. Consider the Following: 


“Disregarding the demands made by religion one might well ask: why should it be 
more laudable for an old man who senses the decline of his powers to await his slow 
exhaustion and dissolution than in full consciousness to set himself a limit? Suicide is 
in this case a wholly natural and obvious action, which as a victory for reason ought 
fairly to awaken reverence: and did awaken it in those ages when the heads of Greek 
philosophy and the most upright Roman patriots were accustomed to die by suicide. 
On the other hand, the desire to carry on existing from day to day, anxiously 
consulting physicians and observing scrupulous rules of conduct, without the strength 
to get any closer to the actual goal of one's life, is much less respectworthy. - The 
religions are rich in excuses for evading the demand of suicide: in this way they 


ingratiate themselves with those who are in love with life.” (HATH, section 80) 


In former times and places suicide was thought of as eminently reasonable and 
noble. It was in these times and places an honourable course of action in certain 
circumstances. Greeks Cynics, for example, were those who would commit suicide 


if they judged their useful life was over - and no moral Fault was accrued to them in 
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so doing. We may also think of those who die in battle at their own hand rather 
than be taken prisoner. In other cultures, too, there are courses of action which 
modern sensibilities may condemn as “immoral” but which, in those times and 
places, were not. | am here reminded of a Japanese tradition of carrying elderly 
relatives into the Aokigahara Forest to die, an activity which gave rise to ghost 


stories about the spirits of those who died there. 


The point here is that, in each case, the morality was different, it changed, and in 
each case it was provided with the necessary good reasons and justifications after 
the Fact that we as rational animals may require to placate our sense for reasons 
and a reasonable world. Here we see evidence For the Nietzschean notion that the 
intellect is not in charge of the human subject, as if every human operation were 
carried out according to strictly rational means, but that, rather, it is more often 
than not an after the fact faculty brought into play to justify things that happened 
for entirely other reasons or due to processes beyond reason’s power to control or 
tame. The Nietzschean human being is a being of doing, of processes uncontained 
by the intellect going about their business. Scandalously, it cannot be said that 
these drives are moral - for they are irrational in the sense of being beyond 
rationality - so how could they be moral? How could any such being, being a 
concatenation of such processes, be moral? How could a rational being, where 
rationality itself need not be in the service of morality, be moral? In the example of 
suicide given above is it more moral to give a term to one’s useful life or to suffer 
the many indignities necessary in clinging to life like some desperate fool chasing 
after more of something that one knows one must give up anyway? Could it not be 


said that the Former attitude to suicide displayed by the Greeks and Romans was a 
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rational taking of responsibility and that the latter reveals error and stupidity in 
pursuit of an empty cause? Here reason cannot decide and so cannot be a ground. 
Neither is it clear that such “decisions” are even initiated by the intellect even if, 
most often, they will require the sanctification of some reason it manufactures For 
the purpose. Once more, it seems to me that human beings operate under 
linguistically-induced deceptions about the human subject, about thought, about 
human anthropology. The reasons, which seem to come last, are raised to the 
position of coming first in some human need to see what they do and how they 


operate as rational. The truth, suggests Nietzsche, may be other. 


That truth is that we are not “rational thinking machines”. We are, in fact, 
biological organisms. We are animals that have language - and the latter fact may 
be the most significant thing about us in regard to our thinking. Because we can 
think, something enabled and Facilitated by language use, we can become the self- 
deceiving beings Nietzsche spoke of earlier. Being able to provide reasons, we can 
also provide the wrong reasons, even to ourselves. But in Nietzsche’s desire to 
reveal us to ourselves as the immoral beings we are - in contradistinction to the 
moral beings we want ourselves to be - he goes quite a distance in doing so. For 
example, consider the notion of the “selfless action”, sometimes called “altruism” 
and regarded by some, in an error born of their desire For it to be so, as our nature. 
Is there even such a thing as a “selfless action”? | have to say, having read and 
thought about some of the things Nietzsche says, | very much doubt it. A being 
based in drives in which rationality justifies or rationalizes rather than initiates and 
controls would find it hard to justify the notion of a selfless action at all for it 


would always be some drives being satiated that initiated the action concerned. 
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Consider the Following texts from HATH: 


“Morality of the mature individual. - Hitherto the impersonal has been regarded as the 
actual distinguishing mark of the moral action; and it has been proved that at first it 
was on account of their general utility that impersonal actions were universally 
commended and accorded distinction. Ought a significant alteration in this point of 
view not to lie just ahead, now when it is realized more and more that it is in precisely 
the most personal possible considerations that the degree of utility is at its greatest 
also for the generality: so that it is the strictly personal action that corresponds to the 
current conception of morality (as general utility)? To make of oneself a complete 
person, and in all that one does to have in view the highest good of this person - that 
gets us further than those pity-filled agitations and actions for the sake of others. We 
all of us, to be sure, still suffer from the all-too-little regard paid to the personal in us, 
it has been badly cultivated - let us admit to ourselves that our minds have, rather, 
been drawn forcibly away from it and offered as a sacrifice to the state, to science, to 
those in need, as though what would have to be sacrificed was in any case what was 
bad. Even now let us work for our fellow men, but only to the extent that we discover 
our own highest advantage in this work: no more, no less. All that remains is what it is 
one understands by one's advantage; precisely the immature, undeveloped, crude 


individual will understand it most crudely.” (HATH, section 95) 


“‘Man's actions are always good.' - We do not accuse nature of immorality when it 
sends us a thunderstorm and makes us wet: why do we call the harmful man immoral? 
Because in the latter case we assume a voluntarily commanding free will, in the 


former necessity. But this distinction is an error. And then: we do not call even 
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intentional harming immoral under all circumstances; one unhesitatingly kills a fly 
intentionally, for example, merely because one does not like its buzzing, one punishes 
the criminal intentionally and does him harm so as to protect ourselves and society. In 
the first instance it is the individual who, to preserve himself or even merely to avoid 
displeasure, intentionally does harm; in the second it is the state. All morality allows 
the intentional causing of harm in the case of self-defence: that is, when it is a matter 
of self-preservation. But these two points of view suffice to explain all evil acts 
perpetrated by men against men: one desires pleasure or to ward off displeasure, it is 
always in some sense a matter of self-preservation. Socrates and Plato are right: 
whatever man does he always does the good, that is to say: that which seems to him 
good (useful) according to the relative degree of his intellect, the measure of his 


rationality.” (HATH, section 102) 


Particularly in the light of the second quotation here, but also in that of the first, 
we have reasons to doubt that ANY human action is strictly “selfless” For all human 
actions seem initiated in the satisfaction of some process of the self, in what gives 
pleasure or ends displeasure, in what is personal and “egoistic” rather than in what 
is general and abstract. OF course, human beings have created idealistic notions For 
the purpose of wishing to downplay or impugn such an egoistic constitution but, as 
in so many things, that does not mean that they are not, nevertheless, nearer to 
the mark. Self-deception is a characteristic of the human being, is it not? Our 
raising of rationality to heights, and to a role, which are strictly inappropriate For it 
have created unending problems and inconsistencies for us. One such problem is 


“Free will” about which Nietzsche has this to say: 
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“By the waterfall. - At the sight of a waterfall we think we see in the countless 
curvings, twistings and breakings of the waves capriciousness and freedom of will; but 
everything here is necessary, every motion mathematically calculable. So it is too in 
the case of human actions; if one were all-knowing, one would be able to calculate 
every individual action, likewise every advance in knowledge, every error, every piece 
of wickedness. The actor himself, to be sure, is fixed in the illusion of free will; if for 
one moment the wheel of the world were to stand still, and there were an all- 
knowing, calculating intelligence there to make use of this pause, it could narrate the 
future of every creature to the remotest ages and describe every track along which 
this wheel had yet to roll. The actor's deception regarding himself, the assumption of 
free-will, is itself part of the mechanism it would have to compute.” (HATH, section 


106) 


From the human being as a creature which can and does deceive itself Nietzsche 
now seems to move along to a human being which cannot know its own processes, 
neither where its thoughts and actions come from. It would be, to an adequate 
mind, infinitely calculable but to us it is not. Instead, we harbour an illusion of Free 
will, something based once more in an inappropriate elevation of rationality. In 
response to this, Nietzsche offers the Following devastating critique in the Final 
section in HATH he devotes to “the history of moral feelings”. Its heading, 
“unaccountability and innocence”, quite fairly summarises the Nietzschean 


position: 


“Unaccountability and innocence. - The complete unaccountability of man for his 


actions and his nature is the bitterest draught the man of knowledge has to swallow 
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if he has been accustomed to seeing in accountability and duty the patent of his 
humanity. All his evaluations, all his feelings of respect and antipathy have thereby 
become disvalued and false: his profoundest sentiment, which he accorded to the 
sufferer, the hero, rested upon an error; he may no longer praise, no longer censure, 
for it is absurd to praise and censure nature and necessity. As he loves a fine work of 
art but does not praise it since it can do nothing for itself, as he stands before the 
plants, so must he stand before the actions of men and before his own. He can admire 
their strength, beauty, fullness, but he may not find any merit in them: the chemical 
process and the strife of the elements, the torment of the sick man who yearns for an 
end to his sickness, are as little merits as are those states of distress and psychic 
convulsions which arise when we are torn back and forth by conflicting motives until 
we finally choose the most powerful of them - as we put it (in truth, however, until 
the most powerful motive chooses us). But all these motives, whatever exalted names 
we may give them, have grown up out of the same roots as those we believe evilly 
poisoned; between good and evil actions there is no difference in kind, but at the most 
one of degree. Good actions are sublimated evil ones; evil actions are coarsened, 
brutalized good ones. It is the individual's sole desire for self-enjoyment (together 
with the fear of losing it) which gratifies itself in every instance, let a man act as he 
can, that is to say as he must: whether his deeds be those of vanity, revenge, pleasure, 
utility, malice, cunning, or those of sacrifice, sympathy, Knowledge. Degrees of 
intelligent judgement decide whither each person will let his desire draw him; every 
society, every individual always has present an order of rank of things considered 
good, according to which he determines his own actions and judges those of others. 
But this standard is continually changing, many actions are called evil but are only 


stupid, because the degree of intelligence which decided for them was very low. 
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Indeed, in a certain sense all present actions are stupid, for the highest degree of 
human intelligence which can now be attained will certainly be exceeded in the 
future: and then all our actions and judgements will seem in retrospect as 
circumscribed and precipitate as the actions and judgements of still existing primitive 
peoples now appear to us. To perceive all this can be very painful, but then comes a 
consolation: such pains are birth-pangs. The butterfly wants to get out of its cocoon, it 
tears at it, it breaks it open: then it is blinded and confused by the unfamiliar light, the 
realm of freedom. It is in such men as are capable of that suffering - how few they will 
be! - that the first attempt will be made to see whether mankind could transform 
itself from a moral to a knowing mankind. The sun of a new gospel is casting its first 
beam on the topmost summits in the soul of every individual: there the mists are 
gathering more thickly than ever, and the brightest glitter and the gloomiest twilight 
lie side by side. Everything is necessity - thus says the new knowledge; and this 
knowledge itself is necessity. Everything is innocence: and knowledge is the path to 
insight into this innocence. If pleasure, egoism, vanity are necessary for the production 
of the moral phenomena and their finest flower, the sense for truth and justice in 
knowledge; if error and aberration of the imagination was the only means by which 
mankind was able gradually to raise itself to this degree of self-enlightenment and 
self-redemption - who could venture to denigrate those means? Who could be 
despondent when he becomes aware of the goal to which those paths lead? It is true 
that everything in the domain of morality has become and is changeable, unsteady, 
everything is in flux: but everything is also flooding forward, and towards one goal. 
Even if the inherited habit of erroneous evaluation, loving, hating does continue to 
rule in us, under the influence of increasing knowledge it will grow weaker: a new 


habit, that of comprehending, not-loving, not-hating, surveying is gradually 
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implanting itself in us on the same soil and will in thousands of years' time perhaps be 
strong enough to bestow on mankind the power of bringing forth the wise, innocent 
(conscious of innocence) man as regularly as it now brings forth not his antithesis but 


necessary preliminary the unwise, unjust, guilt conscious man.” (HATH, section 107) 


Modern humanity, which does not know itself, is something that can be blamed, 
thinks Nietzsche, but a Future human being will live in innocence, an innocence 
born of newer, greater knowledge. It speaks of both enlightenment and 


development - and of morality as merely a phase. 


So where are we in this Nietzschean thinking on morality? | want to end this section 
of my project by concentrating on certain sections of Daybreak, a book in which 
many Nietzsche scholars think the self-designated “Polish nobleman” takes a turn 
in his thought which continues throughout the entirety of the 1880s until he 
becomes incapacitated permanently at the beginning of 1889. In Daybreak (D) he 
writes about “the prejudices of morality” and critiques the modes of thought in 
which it is based and the basis on which it currently seems to operate. Here, at 
first, we find an emphasis on morality as “custom” or “tradition”. For example, 


Nietzsche says that: 


“morality is nothing other (therefore no more!) than obedience to customs, of 
whatever kind they may be; customs, however, are the traditional way of behaving 
and evaluating. In things in which no tradition commands there is no morality; and the 
less life is determined by tradition, the smaller the circle of morality. The free human 


being is immoral because in all things he is determined to depend upon himself and 
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not upon a tradition: in all the original conditions of mankind, ' evil’ signifies the same 


on 


as ‘individual’, 'free’, ‘capricious’, ‘unusual’, ‘unforeseen’, ' incalculable’.” (D, section 9) 


Here the areas regarded as ones left to the individual, or without social interest, 
are regarded as free of morality. (Anarchy, then, is strictly speaking the morality of 
self — and | prefer to call this a matter of ethics.) Yet there are a great many areas 
governed by custom and tradition. But what are these things custom and tradition? 


They are our desire to be commanded by something greater than ourselves: 


“What is tradition? A higher authority which one obeys, not because it commands 
what is useful to us, but because it commands. - What distinguishes this feeling in the 
presence of tradition from the feeling of fear in general? It is fear in the presence of a 
higher intellect which here commands, of an incomprehensible, indefinite power, of 


something more than personal - there is superstition in this fear.” (D, section 9) 


Who, then, is the most moral human being? 


“First, he who obeys the law most frequently: who, like the Brahmin, bears a 
consciousness of the law with him everywhere and into every minute division of time, 
so that he is continually inventive in creating opportunities for obeying the law. Then, 
he who obeys it even in the most difficult cases. The most moral man is he who 
sacrifices the most to custom: what, however, are the greatest sacrifices? The way in 
which this question is answered determines the development of several divers kinds of 
morality; but the most important distinction remains that which divides the morality 


of most frequent obedience from that of the most difficult obedience. Let us not 
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deceive ourselves as to the motivation of that morality which demands difficulty of 
obedience to custom as the mark of morality! Self-overcoming is demanded, not on 
account of the useful consequences it may have for the individual, but so that the 
hegemony of custom, tradition, shall be made evident in despite of the private desires 
and advantages of the individual: the individual is to sacrifice himself - that is the 
commandment of morality of custom. - Those moralists, on the other hand, who, 
following in the footsteps of Socrates, offer the individual a morality of self-control 
and temperance as a means to his own advantage, as his personal key to happiness, 
are the exceptions - and if it seems otherwise to us that is because we have been 
brought up in their after-effect: they all take a new path under the highest 
disapprobation of all advocates of morality of custom - they cut themselves off from 
the community, as immoral men, and are in the profoundest sense evil. Thus to a 
virtuous Roman of the old stamp every Christian who ‘considered first of all his own 
salvation’ appeared - evil. - Everywhere that a community, and consequently a 
morality of custom exists, the idea also predominates that punishment for breaches of 
custom will fall before all on the community: that supernatural punishment whose 
forms of expression and limitations are so hard to comprehend and are explored with 
so much superstitious fear. The community can compel the individual to compensate 
another individual or the community for the immediate injury his action has brought 
in its train; it can also take a kind of revenge on the individual for having, as a 
supposed after-effect of his action, caused the clouds and storms of divine anger to 
have gathered over the community- but it feels the individual's guilt above all as its 
own guilt and bears the punishment as its own punishment - : ' customs have grown 
lax’, each wails in his soul, ' if such actions as this are possible'. Every individual 


action, every individual mode of thought arouses dread; it is impossible to compute 
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what precisely the rarer, choicer, more original spirits in the whole course of history 
have had to suffer through being felt as evil and dangerous, indeed through feeling 
themselves to be so. Under the dominion of the morality of custom, originality of 
every kind has acquired a bad conscience; the sky above the best men is for this 


reason to this very moment gloomier than it need be.” (D, section 9) 


Interesting here is that in a morality of custom and tradition the idea of customs 
and traditions must themselves be praised. Here ire or displeasure, much less 
abuse, directed at custom and tradition as ideas cannot be tolerated For, if pursued 
too Far, it will be destructive of custom and tradition and so of the morality that is 
based in it. Likewise, as Nietzsche notes, originality takes on an immoral guise For it 
is entirely the opposite of custom and tradition. The original will always be the 
immoral, will always be that opposed to the civilisation which begins with, and is 
sustained by, a customary morality. Those who overthrow customs will, at least 


First of all, always be accounted as bad people. But here is a problem: 


“Suspicious. - To admit a belief merely because it is a custom - but that means to be 


dishonest, cowardly, lazy! - And so could dishonesty, cowardice and laziness be the 


preconditions of morality?” (D, section 101) 


But where might such customary impulses arise? Where do they come from? Here 


Nietzsche's explanation is typically biologistic - it is animal: 


“Animals and morality. - The practices demanded in polite society: careful avoidance 


of the ridiculous, the offensive, the presumptuous, the suppression of one's virtues as 
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well as of one's strongest inclinations, self-adaptation, self-deprecation, submission to 
orders of rank - all this is to be found as social morality in a crude form everywhere, 
even in the depths of the animal world - and only at this depth do we see the purpose 
of all these amiable precautions: one wishes to elude one's pursuers and be favoured 
in the pursuit of one's prey. For this reason the animals learn to master themselves 
and alter their form, so that many, for example, adapt their colouring to the colouring 
of their surroundings ( by virtue of the so-called ' chromatic function’), pretend to be 
dead or assume the forms and colours of another animal or of sand, leaves, lichen, 
fungus (what English researchers designate 'mimicry'). Thus the individual hides 
himself in the general concept 'man', or in society, or adapts himself to princes, 
classes, parties, opinions of his time and place: and all the subtle ways we have of 
appearing fortunate, grateful, powerful, enamoured have their easily discoverable 
parallels in the animal world. Even the sense for truth, which is really the sense for 
security, man has in common with the animals: one does not want to let oneself be 
deceived, does not want to mislead oneself, one hearkens mistrustfully to the 
promptings of one's own passions, one constrains oneself and lies in wait for oneself; 
the animal understands all this just as man does, with it too self-control springs from 
the sense for what is real (from prudence). It likewise assesses the effect it produces 
upon the perceptions of other animals and from this learns to look back upon itself, to 
take itself ‘objectively’, it too has its degree of self-knowledge. The animal assesses 
the movements of its friends and foes, it learns their peculiarities by heart, it prepares 
itself for them: it renounces war once and for all against individuals of a certain 
species, and can likewise divine from the way they approach that certain kinds of 
animals have peaceful and conciliatory intentions. The beginnings of justice, as of 


prudence, moderation, bravery - in short, of all we designate as the Socratic virtues, 
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are animal: a consequence of that drive which teaches us to seek food and elude 
enemies. Now if we consider that even the highest human being has only become 
more elevated and subtle in the nature of his food and in his conception of what is 
inimical to him, it is not improper to describe the entire phenomenon of morality as 


animal.” (D, section 26) 


Can we then, in the light of this passage, describe human beings as merely more 
highly developed animals, animals with language? | believe so. Certainly, we find 
nothing here which sets morality above a behaviourism or the impulse of animals 
to preserve and protect themselves, to promote pleasure and utility and to negate 
displeasure and the unpragmatic. Morality is not here anything so grandiloquent as 


a “universal”. But, in any case, is becoming moral itself moral? Nietzsche thinks not: 


“To become moral is not in itself moral. - Subjection to morality can be slavish or vain 
or self-interested or resigned or gloomily enthusiastic or an act of despair, like 


subjection to a prince: in itself it is nothing moral.” (D, section 97) 


So the human animal that has instigated civilisation by means of custom engages in 
a kind of self-deceptive shadow play with itself. It is not even necessarily moral to 
want to be moral. Much less is the moral grounded in any evident morality - 
something we may distinguish From, on the one hand, moral feelings and, on the 
other, moral concepts. In morality truths and beliefs gain meaningful valuations 
and are then promoted as items of value in themselves, things to which all will 
prove their morality by obeisance to, and quite apart from the necessities of life 


and existence which carry on, hidden under the surface of the linguistically-Formed 
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subject that is one of our most pre-eminent prevailing prejudices. In this the need 
for meaning, and so to value and evaluate, seems more basic than any morality. Yet 
we erroneously focus on the wrong thing, taking idealised objects as gods and 
things before which we may bow, a kind of will to inferiority. We desire something 
arbitrating over and above us. This is a grave error which Nietzsche openly 


criticizes: 


“Egoism against egoism. - How many there are who still conclude: ‘life could not be 
endured if there were no God! (or, as it is put among the idealists: ‘life could not be 
endured if its foundation lacked an ethical significance!') - therefore there must be a 
God (or existence must have an ethical significance)! The truth, however, is merely 
that he who is accustomed to these notions does not desire a life without them: that 
these notions may therefore be necessary to him and for his preservation - but what 
presumption it is to decree that whatever is necessary for my preservation must 
actually exist! As if my preservation were something necessary! How if others felt in 
the opposite way! if those two articles of faith were precisely the conditions under 
which they did not wish to live and under which they no longer found life worth living! 


- And that is how things are now!” (D, section 90) 


“Morality” is increasingly looking like a self-deceptive scam, a Fictional imposition 
to satisfy us, a deliberate lie perpetrated for supposed higher moral ends - which in 
truth may be no more than our imagined pleasure and survival. What, after all, is 
more basic than a feeling for pleasure and the will to survive? Yet if morality is an 
ideal that is not actual moral feelings and moral concepts, which are not the same 


thing, do these latter items have more to recommend them? At least, we might 
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insist, there is something to them. Yet these, it seems to me, are not basic in any 
real sense either. There is a necessary emergence from deeper, more hidden and 


inscrutable things. Nietzsche puts it like this: 


“It is clear that moral feelings are transmitted in this way: children observe in adults 
inclinations for and aversions to certain actions and, as born apes, imitate these 
inclinations and aversions; in later life they find themselves full of these acquired and 
well-exercised affects and consider it only decent to try to account for and justify 
them. This ‘accounting’, however, has nothing to do with either the origin or the 
degree of intensity of the feeling: all one is doing is complying with the rule that, as a 
rational being, one has to have reasons for one's For and Against, and that they have 
to be adducible and acceptable reasons. To this extent the history of moral feelings is 
quite different from the history of moral concepts. The former are powerful before 
the action, the latter especially after the action in face of the need to pronounce upon 


it.” (D, section 34) 


This seems to me to be a basically sensible and good account. We are rational 
animals and must often give good reasons for things; fundamentally we must 
account for things and answer the need for an account of our behaviour and our 
being in the world. But can these concepts or feelings be trusted? Are they “true”? 
Concepts come and go and may change, this we have already noted. IF they are 
“true” then what is true changes with time and place. As to Feelings: 

“'Trust your feelings!’ - But feelings are nothing final or original; behind feelings there 


stand judgments and evaluations which we inherit in the form of feelings 
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(inclinations, aversions). The inspiration born of a feeling is the grandchild of a 
judgment - and often of a false judgment! - and in any event not a child of your own! 
To trust one's feelings - means to give more obedience to one's grandfather and 
grandmother and their grandparents than to the gods which are in us: our reason and 


our experience.” (D, section 35) 


And so we may indeed doubt if Feelings are any more guides of an eternal moral 


truth than the ever-changeable concepts are! 


| now come to the crux of my conversation with Nietzsche in this section which is 
to be found in an interaction with book two of Daybreak. Here there are several 
key passages for an understanding of morality through Nietzschean eyes so | 
intend to stop making an argument out of his words and, instead, simply quote 
them and so allow them to be presented to the reader as thought for their 
consideration, much as | have done in some of my previous essays in part one of 
There Is Nothing To Stick To. In this case, however, you will have the preceding 
thought and comments from this section of this essay to guide and prompt you as 
to where such thoughts might lead. IF you have been following along you will 
already have an outline of the traditional picture, which Nietzsche opposes, and 
several intuitions regarding the animal, drive-based, impulsive creature that 
Nietzsche conceives us human beings to be who live in an amoral world about 
which we create many comforting and, in some sense, necessary Fictions For our 
easement and self-preservation. In the first of several selections of quotes from 
book two here, the focus is on the questioning of morality as an answer to 


anything and of Nietzsche’s conception of the human being. 
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“The oldest moral judgments. What really are our reactions to the behaviour of 
someone in our presence? - First of all, we see what there is in it for us - we regard it 
only from this point of view. We take this effect as the intention behind the behaviour 
- and finally we ascribe the harbouring of such intentions as a permanent quality of 
the person whose behaviour we are observing and thenceforth call him, for instance, 
‘a harmful person’. Threefold error! Threefold primeval blunder! Perhaps inherited 
from the animals and their power of judgment! Is the origin of all morality not to be 
sought in the detestable petty conclusions: ‘what harms me is something evil (harmful 
in itself); what is useful to me is something good (beneficent and advantageous in 
itself); what harms me once or several times is the inimical as such and in itself; what 
is useful to me once or several times is the friendly as such and in itself’. O pudenda 
origo! Does that not mean; to imagine that the paltry, occasional, often chance 
relationship of another with ourselves is his essence and most essential being, and to 
assert that with the whole world and with himself he is capable only of those 
relationships we have experienced with him once or several times? And does there not 
repose behind this veritable folly the most immodest of all secret thoughts: that, 
because good and evil are measured according to our reactions, we ourselves must 


constitute the principle of the good?” (D, section 102) 


“There are two kinds of deniers of morality. - 'To deny morality’ - this can mean, first: 
to deny that the moral motives which men claim have inspired their actions really 
have done so - it is thus the assertion that morality consists of words and is among the 
coarser or more subtle deceptions (especially self-deceptions) which men practise, and 
is perhaps so especially in precisely the case of those most famed for virtue. Then it 


can mean: to deny that moral judgments are based on truths. Here it is admitted that 
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they really are motives of action, but that in this way it is errors which, as the basis of 
all moral judgment, impel men to their moral actions. This is my point of view: though 
| should be the last to deny that in very many cases there is some ground for suspicion 
that the other point of view - that is to say, the point of view of La Rochefoucauld and 
others who think like him - may also be justified and in any event of great general 
application. - Thus | deny morality as | deny alchemy, that is, | deny their premises: but 
| do not deny that there have been alchemists who believed in these premises and 
acted in accordance with them. - 1 also deny immorality: not that countless people feel 
themselves to be immoral, but that there is any true reason so to feel. It goes without 
saying that I do not deny - unless | am a fool - that many actions called immoral ought 
to be avoided and resisted, or that many called moral ought to be done and 
encouraged - but | think the one should be encouraged and the other avoided for 
other reasons than hitherto. We have to learn to think differently in order at last, 


perhaps very late on, to attain even more! to feel differently.” (D, section 103) 


“Our evaluations. - All actions may be traced back to evaluations, all evaluations are 
either original or adopted - the latter being by far the most common. Why do we 
adopt them? From fear - that is to say, we consider it more advisable to pretend they 
are our own - and accustom ourselves to this pretence, so that at length it becomes 
our own nature. Original evaluation: that is to say, to assess a thing according to the 
extent to which it pleases or displeases us alone and no one else - something 
excessively rare! - But must our evaluation of another, in which there lies the motive 
for our generally availing ourselves of his evaluation, at least not proceed from us, be 
our own determination? Yes, but we arrive at it as children, and rarely learn to change 


our view; most of us are our whole lives long the fools of the way we acquired in 
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childhood of judging our neighbours (their minds, rank, morality, whether they are 
exemplary or reprehensible) and of finding it necessary to pay homage to their 


evaluations.” (D, section 104) 


“Pseudo-egoism. - Whatever they may think and say about their 'egoism', the great 
majority nonetheless do nothing for their ego their whole life long: what they do is 
done for the phantom of their ego which has formed itself in the heads of those 
around them and has been communicated to them; - as a consequence they all of 
them dwell in a fog of impersonal, semi-personal opinions, and arbitrary, as it were 
poetical evaluations, the one for ever in the head of someone else, and the head of 
this someone else again in the heads of others: a strange world of phantasms - which 
at the same time Knows how to put on so sober an appearance! This fog of habits and 
opinions lives and grows almost independently of the people it envelops; it is in this 
fog that there lies the tremendous effect of general judgments about '‘man'- all these 
people, unknown to themselves, believe in the bloodless abstraction 'man', that is to 
say, in a fiction; and every alteration effected to this abstraction by the judgments of 
individual powerful figures ( such as princes and philosophers) produces an 
extraordinary and grossly disproportionate effect on the great majority - all because 
no individual among this majority is capable of setting up a real ego, accessible to him 
and fathomed by him, in opposition to the general pale fiction and thereby 


annihilating it.” (D, section 105) 


“Against the definitions of the goal of morality. - Everywhere today the goal of 


morality is defined in approximately the following way: it is the preservation and 


advancement of mankind; but this definition is an expression of the desire for a 
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formula, and nothing more. Preservation of what? is the question one immediately 
has to ask. Advancement to what? Is the essential thing - the answer to this of what? 
and to what? not precisely what is left out of the formula? So what, then, can it 
contribute to any teaching of what our duty is that is not already, if tacitly and 
thoughtlessly, regarded in advance as fixed? Can one deduce from it with certainty 
whether what is to be kept in view is the longest possible existence of mankind? Or 
the greatest possible deanimalisation of mankind? How different the means, that is to 
say the practical morality, would have to be in these two cases! Suppose one wanted 
to bestow on mankind the highest degree of rationality possible to it: this would 
certainly not guarantee it the longest period of duration possible to it! Or suppose one 
conceived the attainment of mankind's ‘highest happiness’ as being the to what and 
of what of morality: would one mean the highest degree of happiness that individual 
men could gradually attain to? Or a - necessarily incalculable - average-happiness 
which could finally be attained to by all? And why should the way to that have to be 
morality? Has morality not, broadly speaking, opened up such an abundance of 
sources of displeasure that one could say, rather, that with every refinement of 
morals mankind has hitherto become more discontented with himself, his neighbour 
and the lot of his existence? Did the hitherto most moral man not entertain the belief 
that the only justified condition of mankind in the face of morality was the 


profoundest misery?” (D, section 106) 


“A few theses. - Insofar as the individual is seeking happiness, one ought not to tender 
him any prescriptions as to the path to happiness: for individual happiness springs 
from one's own unknown laws, and prescriptions from without can only obstruct and 


hinder it. - The prescriptions called ‘moral' are in truth directed against individuals and 
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are inno way aimed at promoting their happiness. They have just as little to do with 
the 'happiness and welfare of mankind' - a phrase to which is it in any case impossible 
to attach any distinct concepts, let alone employ them as guiding stars on the dark 
ocean of moral aspirations. - It is not true, as prejudice would have it, that morality is 
more favourable to the evolution of reason than immorality is. - lt is not true that the 
unconscious goal in the evolution of every conscious being (animal, man, mankind, 
etc) is its ‘highest happiness’: the case, on the contrary, is that every stage of 
evolution possesses a special and incomparable happiness neither higher nor lower 
but simply its own. Evolution does not have happiness in view, but evolution and 
nothing else. - Only if mankind possessed a universally recognised goal would it be 
possible to propose ‘thus and thus is the right course of action’: for the present there 
exists no such goal. It is thus irrational and trivial to impose the demands of morality 
upon mankind. - To recommend a goal to mankind is something quite different: the 
goal is then thought of as something which lies in our own discretion; supposing the 
recommendation appealed to mankind, it could in pursuit of it also impose upon itself 
a moral law, likewise at its own discretion. But up to now the moral law has been 
supposed to stand above our own likes and dislikes: one did not want actually to 
impose this law upon oneself, one wanted to take it from somewhere or discover it 


somewhere or have it commanded to one from somewhere.” (D, section 108) 


“Self-mastery and moderation and their ultimate motive. - | find no more than six 
essentially different methods of combating the vehemence of a drive. First, one can 
avoid opportunities for gratification of the drive, and through long and ever longer 
periods of non-gratification weaken it and make it wither away. Then, one can impose 


upon oneself strict regularity in its gratification: by thus imposing a rule upon the 
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drive itself and enclosing its ebb and flood within firm time-boundaries, one has then 
gained intervals during which one is no longer troubled by it - and from there one can 
perhaps go over to the first method. Thirdly, one can deliberately give oneself over to 
the wild and unrestrained gratification of a drive in order to generate disgust with it 
and with disgust to acquire a power over the drive: always supposing one does not do 
like the rider who rode his horse to death and broke his own neck in the process- 
which, unfortunately, is the rule when this method is attempted. Fourthly, there is the 
intellectual artifice of associating its gratification in general so firmly with some very 
painful thought that, after a little practice, the thought of its gratification is itself at 
once felt as very painful (as, for example, when the Christian accustoms himself to 
associating the proximity and mockery of the Devil with sexual enjoyment or 
everlasting punishment in Hell with a murder for revenge, or even when he thinks 
merely of the contempt which those he most respects would feel for him if he, for 
example, stole money; or, as many have done a hundred times, a person sets against a 
violent desire to commit suicide a vision of the grief and self- reproach of his friends 
and relations and therewith keeps himself suspended in life: - henceforth these ideas 
within him succeed one another as cause and effect) . The same method is also being 
employed when a man's pride, as for example in the case of Lord Byron or Napoleon, 
rises up and feels the domination of his whole bearing and the ordering of his reason 
by a single affect as an affront: from where there then arises the habit and desire to 
tyrannise over the drive and make it as it were gnash its teeth. ('l refuse to be the 
slave of any appetite’, Byron wrote in his diary.) Fifthly, one brings about a dislocation 
of one's quanta of strength by imposing on oneself a particularly difficult and 
strenuous labour, or by deliberately subjecting oneself to a new stimulus and pleasure 


and thus directing one's thoughts and plays of physical forces into other channels. It 
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comes to the same thing if one for the time being favours another drive, gives it ample 
opportunity for gratification and thus makes it squander that energy otherwise 
available to the drive which through its vehemence has grown burdensome. Some few 
will no doubt also understand how to keep in check the individual drive that wanted 
to play the master by giving all the other drives he knows of a temporary 
encouragement and festival and letting them eat up all the food the tyrant wants to 
have for himself alone. Finally, sixth: he who can endure it and finds it reasonable to 
weaken and depress his entire bodily and physical organisation will naturally thereby 
also attain the goal of weakening an individual violent drive: as he does, for example, 
who, like the ascetic, starves his sensuality and thereby also starves and ruins his 
vigour and not seldom his reason as well. - Thus: avoiding opportunities, implanting 
regularity into the drive, engendering satiety and disgust with it and associating it 
with a painful idea (such as that of disgrace, evil consequences or offended pride), 
then dislocation of forces and finally a general weakening and exhaustion - these are 
the six methods: that one desires to combat the vehemence of a drive at all, however, 
does not stand within our own power; nor does the choice of any particular method; 
nor does the success or failure of this method. What is clearly the case is that in this 
entire procedure our intellect is only the blind instrument of another drive which is a 
rival of the drive whose vehemence is tormenting us: whether it be the drive to 
restfulness, or the fear of disgrace and other evil consequences, or love. While 'we' 
believe we are complaining about the vehemence of a drive, at bottom it is one drive 
which is complaining about another; that is to say: for us to become aware that we 
are suffering from the vehemence of a drive presupposes the existence of another 
equally vehement or even more vehement drive, and that a struggle is in prospect in 


which our intellect is going to have to take sides.” (D, section 109) 
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What do we learn from these early sections of book two of Daybreak about 
Nietzsche’s conception of morality and the human being? We learn certainly not 


less than that: 


1. We act self-interestedly and unconsciously. 

2. We take effects For intentions and ascribe too much to intention, taking chance 
For something more Fixed and permanent. 

3. The origin of morality is to be found in a thing’s harm or usefulness to us. 

4. We make ourselves the measure - as if we could be such a thing! 

5. We are prisoners to our thinking yet must be freed even From thinking to do 
something even yet more profound - Feeling differently. 

6. Evaluating seems as basic as anything yet we feel the need to honour those 
evaluations in which we have been schooled - regardless of their efficaciousness or 
any problems they may cause for us individually. 

7. We believe in all kinds of baseless abstractions and Fictions such as “man”. 

8. We desire Formulas for and tabulations of ourselves and our universe in order to 
act as if we have found eternal answers to our questions as a result of a rational 
conception of our rationality. 

9. We talk about goals such as “happiness” or “duration” as good outcomes for 
human lives and posit morality as the means to such goals - when it is manifestly 
clear that morality often leads to the opposite of such outcomes. There is no 
reason why being moral should lead either to happiness or our duration. 

10. Individual happiness is not a matter of general prescription. 

11. Evolution does not have happiness as a goal, neither is it concerned with 


anything but more evolution. 
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12. Human beings have up until now wanted to be commanded by something to 
which they wanted to imagine they could ascribe the requisite authority to be able 
to command us. This could be a God or some moral imperative. 

13. Human beings are concatenations of drives, drives which can enlist the 
intellect to satisfy the rational aspect of ourselves in the Furtherance of their 
nourishment or satisfaction. In this sense, we are not rational beings so much as 


beings with a rational Faculty, an apparatus For calculating. 


In a second set of passages from book two of Daybreak Nietzsche presents a 
number of key sections dealing with language, subjectivity, the self and our 
experience. In them, he diagnoses yet more faulty thinking as part of an 
overarching thesis that the human being is a self-deceptive creature that creates 


Fictions at the most Fundamental of levels: 


“The so-called ‘ego’. - Language and the prejudices upon which language is based are 
a manifold hindrance to us when we want to explain inner processes and drives: 
because of the fact, for example, that words really exist only for superlative degrees 
of these processes and drives; and where words are lacking, we are accustomed to 
abandon exact observation because exact thinking there becomes painful; indeed, in 
earlier times one involuntarily concluded that where the realm of words ceased the 
realm of existence ceased also. Anger, hatred, love, pity, desire, knowledge, joy, pain - 
all are names for extreme states: the milder, middle degrees, not to speak of the 
lower, degrees which are continually in play, elude us, and yet it is they which weave 
the web of our character and our destiny. These extreme outbursts - and even the 


most moderate conscious pleasure or displeasure, while eating food or hearing a note, 
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is perhaps, rightly understood, an extreme outburst - very often rend the web apart, 
and then they constitute violent exceptions, no doubt usually consequent on built- up 
congestions: - and, as such, how easy it is for them to mislead the observer! No less 
easy than it is for them to mislead the person in whom they occur. We are none of us 
that which we appear to be in accordance with the states for which alone we have 
consciousness and words, and consequently praise and blame; those cruder outbursts 
of which alone we are aware make us misunderstand ourselves, we draw a conclusion 
on the basis of data in which the exceptions outweigh the rule, we misread ourselves 
in this apparently most intelligible of handwriting on the nature of our self. Our 
opinion of ourselves, however, which we have arrived at by this erroneous path, the 
so-called ‘ego’, is thenceforth a fellow worker in the construction of our character and 


our destiny.” (D, section 115) 


“The unknown world of the ‘subject’. - That which, from the earliest times to the 
present moment, men have found so hard to understand is their ignorance of 
themselves! Not only in regard to good and evil, but in regard to what is much more 
essential! The primeval delusion still lives on that one knows, and knows quite 
precisely in every case, how human action is brought about. Not only 'God, who sees 
into the heart’, not only the doer who premeditates his deed - no, everyone else too is 
in no doubt that he understands what is essentially involved in the process of action in 
every other person. ‘| know what | want, what | have done, | am free and responsible 
for it, | hold others responsible, | can call by its name every moral possibility and every 
inner motion which precedes action; you may act as you will in this matter | 
understand myself and understand you all!’ - that is how everyone formerly thought, 


that is how almost everyone still thinks. Socrates and Plato, in this regard great 
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doubters and admirable innovators, were nonetheless innocently credulous in regard 
to that most fateful of prejudices, that profoundest of errors, that ‘right knowledge 
must be followed by right action’ - in this principle they were still the heirs of the 
universal madness and presumption that there exists knowledge as to the essential 
nature of an action. ‘For it would be terrible if insight into the nature of right action 
were not followed by right action' - this is the only kind of proof these great men 
deemed necessary for demonstrating the truth of this idea, the opposite seemed to 
them crazy and unthinkable - and yet this opposite is precisely the naked reality 
demonstrated daily and hourly from time immemorial! Is the 'terrible' truth not that 
no amount of knowledge about an act ever suffices to ensure its performance, that 
the space between knowledge and action has never yet been bridged even in one 
single instance? Actions are never what they appear to us to be! We have expended so 
much labour on learning that external things are not as they appear to us to be - very 
well! the case is the same with the inner world! Moral actions are in reality 'something 
other than that' - more we cannot say: and all actions are essentially unknown. The 
opposite was and is the universal belief: we have the oldest realism against us; up to 
now mankind has thought: ‘an action is what it appears to us to be’. (In re-reading 
these words a very express passage of Schopenhauer occurs to me which | shall here 
adduce as evidence that he too remained an adherent of this moral realism, and did so 
without the slightest compunction: ' Each one of us is truly a competent and perfectly 
moral judge, with an exact knowledge of good and evil, holy in loving good and 
abhorring evil - each of us is all this insofar as it is not our actions but those of others 
which are under investigation and we have merely to approve or disapprove, while the 
burden of performance rests on others' shoulders. Consequently, everyone can, as a 


confessor, wholly and completely deputise for God.')” (D, section 116) 


333 


“In prison. - My eyes, however strong or weak they may be, can see only a certain 
distance, and it is within the space encompassed by this distance that | live and move, 
the line of this horizon constitutes my immediate fate, in great things and small, from 
which | cannot escape. Around every being there is described a similar concentric 
circle, which has a mid-point and is peculiar to him. Our ears enclose us within a 
comparable circle, and so does our sense of touch. Now, it is by these horizons, within 
which each of us encloses his senses as if behind prison walls, that we measure the 
world, we say that this is near and that far, this is big and that small, this is hard and 
that soft: this measuring we call sensation - and it is all of it an error! According to the 
average quantity of experiences and excitations possible to us at any particular point 
of time one measures one's life as being short or long, poor or rich, full or empty: and 
according to the average human life one measures that of all other creatures - all of it 
an error! If our eyes were a hundredfold sharper, man would appear to us 
tremendously tall; it is possible, indeed, to imagine organs by virtue of which he would 
be felt as immeasurable. On the other hand, organs could be so constituted that 
whole solar systems were viewed contracted and packed together like a single cell: 
and to beings of an opposite constitution a cell of the human body could present 
itself, in motion, construction and harmony, as a solar system. The habits of our senses 
have woven us into lies and deception of sensation: these again are the basis of all our 
judgments and 'knowledge' - there is absolutely no escape, no backway or bypath into 
the real world! We sit within our net, we spiders, and whatever we may catch in it, we 
can catch nothing at all except that which allows itself to be caught in precisely our 


net.” (D, section 117) 
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“Experience and invention. - However far a man may go in self knowledge, nothing 
however can be more incomplete than his image of the totality of drives which 
constitute his being. He can scarcely name even the cruder ones: their number and 
strength, their ebb and flood, their play and counterplay among one another, and 
above all the laws of their nutriment remain wholly unknown to him. This nutriment is 
therefore a work of chance: our daily experiences throw some prey in the way of now 
this, now that drive, and the drive seizes it eagerly; but the coming and going of these 
events as a whole stands in no rational relationship to the nutritional requirements of 
the totality of the drives: so that the outcome will always be twofold - the starvation 
and stunting of some and the overfeeding of others. Every moment of our lives sees 
some of the polyp-arms of our being grow and others of them wither, all according to 
the nutriment which the moment does or does not bear with it. Our experiences are, 
as already said, all in this sense means of nourishment, but the nourishment is 
scattered indiscriminately without distinguishing between the hungry and those 
already possessing a superfluity. And as a consequence of this chance nourishment of 
the parts, the whole, fully grown polyp will be something just as accidental as its 
growth has been. To express it more clearly: suppose a drive finds itself at the point at 
which it desires gratification - or exercise of its strength, or discharge of its strength, 
or the saturation of an emptiness - these are all metaphors-: it then regards every 
event of the day with a view to seeing how it can employ it for the attainment of its 
goal; whether a man is moving, or resting or angry or reading or speaking or fighting 
or rejoicing, the drive will in its thirst as it were taste every condition into which the 
man may enter, and as a rule will discover nothing for itself there and will have to 
wait and go on thirsting: in a little while it will grow faint, and after a couple of days 


or months of non-gratification it will wither away like a plant without rain. Perhaps 
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this cruelty perpetrated by chance would be more vividly evident if all the drives were 
as much in earnest as is hunger, which is not content with dream food; but most of the 
drives, especially the so-called moral ones, do precisely this - if my supposition is 
allowed that the meaning and value of our dreams is precisely to compensate to some 
extent for the chance absence of ‘nourishment’ during the day. Why was the dream of 
yesterday full of tenderness and tears, that of the day before yesterday humorous and 
exuberant, an earlier dream adventurous and involved in a continuous gloomy 
searching? Why do | in this dream enjoy indescribable beauties of music, why do | in 
another soar and fly with the joy of an eagle up to distant mountain peaks? These 
inventions, which give scope and discharge to our drives to tenderness or 
humorousness or adventurousness or to our desire for music and mountains - and 
everyone will have his own more striking examples to hand - are interpretations of 
nervous stimuli we receive while we are asleep, very free, very arbitrary 
interpretations of the motions of the blood and intestines, of the pressure of the arm 
and the bedclothes, of the sounds made by church bells, weather cocks, night- 
revellers and other things of the kind. That this text, which is in general much the 
same on one night as on another, is commented on in such varying ways, that the 
inventive reasoning faculty imagines today a cause for the nervous stimuli so very 
different from the cause it imagined yesterday, though the stimuli are the same: the 
explanation of this is that today's prompter of the reasoning faculty was different 
from yesterday's - a different drive wanted to gratify itself, to be active, to exercise 
itself, to refresh itself, to discharge itself- today this drive was at high flood, yesterday 
it was a different drive that was in that condition. - Waking life does not have this 
freedom of interpretation possessed by the life of dreams, it is less inventive and 


unbridled - but do | have to add that when we are awake our drives likewise do 
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nothing but interpret nervous stimuli and, according to their requirements, posit their 
‘causes'? that there is no essential difference between waking and dreaming? that 
when we compare very different stages of culture we even find that freedom of 
waking interpretation in the one is in no way inferior to the freedom exercised in the 
other while dreaming? that our moral judgments and evaluations too are only images 
and fantasies based on a physiological process unknown to us, a kind of acquired 
language for designating certain nervous stimuli? that all our so called consciousness 
is a more or less fantastic commentary on an unknown, perhaps unknowable, but felt 
text? - Take some trifling experience. Suppose we were in the market place one day 
and we noticed someone laughing at us as we went by: this event will signify this or 
that to us according to whether this or that drive happens at that moment to be at its 
height in us - and it will be a quite different event according to the kind of person we 
are. One person will absorb it like a drop of rain, another will shake it from him like an 
insect, another will try to pick a quarrel, another will examine his clothing to see if 
there is anything about it that might give rise to laughter, another will be led to 
reflect on the nature of laughter as such, another will be glad to have involuntarily 
augmented the amount of cheerfulness and sunshine in the world - and in each case a 
drive has gratified itself, whether it be the drive to annoyance or to combativeness or 
to reflection or to benevolence. This drive seized the event as its prey: why precisely 
this one? Because, thirsty and hungry, it was lying in wait. - One day recently at eleven 
o'clock in the morning a man suddenly collapsed right in front of me as if struck by 
lightning, and all the women in the vicinity screamed aloud; | myself raised him to his 
feet and attended to him until he had recovered his speech - during this time not a 
muscle of my face moved and 1 felt nothing, neither fear nor sympathy, but | did what 


needed doing and went coolly on my way. Suppose someone had told me the day 
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before that tomorrow at eleven o'clock in the morning a man would fall down beside 
me in this fashion - | would have suffered every kind of anticipatory torment, would 
have spent a sleepless night, and at the decisive moment instead of helping the man 
would perhaps have done what he did. For in the meantime all possible drives would 
have had time to imagine the experience and to comment on it. - What then are our 
experiences? Much more that which we put into them than that which they already 
contain! Or must we go so far as to say: in themselves they contain nothing? To 


experience is to invent?” (D, section 119) 


“'Cause and effect’. - In this mirror - and our intellect is a mirror - something is taking 
place that exhibits regularity, a certain thing always succeeds another certain thing - 
this we call, when we perceive it and want to call it something, cause and effect - we 
fools! As though we had here understood something or other, or could understand it! 
For we have seen nothing but pictures of ‘causes and effects’! And it is precisely this 
pictorialness that makes impossible an insight into a more essential connection than 


that of mere succession.” (D, section 121) 


“Purposes in nature. - The impartial investigator who pursues the history of the eye 
and the forms it has assumed among the lowest creatures, who demonstrates the 
whole step-by-step evolution of the eye, must arrive at the great conclusion that 
vision was not the intention behind the creation of the eye, but that vision appeared, 
rather, after chance had put the apparatus together. A single instance of this kind - 


and 'purposes' fall away like scales from the eyes!” (D, section 122) 
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“Rationality. - How did rationality arrive in the world? Irrationally, as might be 
expected: by a chance accident. If we want to know what that chance accident was 


we shall have to guess it, as one guesses the answer to a riddle.” (D, section 123) 


“What is willing! - We laugh at him who steps out of his room at the moment when 
the sun steps out of its room, and then says: ‘I will that the sun shall rise’; and at him 
who cannot stop a wheel, and says: 'I will that it shall roll’; and at him who is thrown 
down in wrestling, and says: ' here | lie, but | will lie here!' But, all laughter aside, are 
we ourselves ever acting any differently whenever we employ the expression: ‘I will'?” 


(D, section 124) 


In these passages Nietzsche says not less than that: 


1. Language is a deceptive tool not most amenable to self-reporting on inner 
processes and drives. Indeed, Nietzsche can say we are not as we appear 
linguistically to be or that, in other words, we are a Fiction. 

2. We lack self-knowledge, particularly that which might take us From knowledge 
of an act to the act itself. No action is what it appears to be and all actions are 
essentially unknown. 

3. We are stuck in the habits of our senses for good or ill, misinformed by our 
sensations From which any and all knowledge must come. This does not give us the 
right to claim access to a ‘real world’. 

4. Human beings do not understand the concatenation of drives that make them 


up. As a consequence, their nourishment is essentially a matter of chance. 
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5. Drives require real nourishment if they are to thrive and so wither if they are not 
nourished. 

6. Drives interpret nervous stimuli - whether we are awake or asleep. Since such 
drives are essentially unconscious this shouldn’t make any difference to them 
anyway. Nietzsche argues that in dreams nourishment may take place which hasn’t 
taken place while we are awake. 

7. Moral judgments and evaluations are physiological processes whose precise 
explanations are strictly unknown to us but for which we, nevertheless, posit 
causes. 

8. Our consciousness is ‘fantastic commentary’ on the Felt text of an unknown, and 
perhaps unknowable self. 

9. Our experiences are much more what we make of them than what they 
themselves contain. They may even be invention in their meaning or sense, another 
kind of ongoing commentary and fiction. 

10. The intellect is a mirror and, as such, offers no essential connection between 
things beyond a perfunctory succession of events. 

11. Nature knows nothing of purposes. 

12. Rationality came into being irrationally, by chance accident. 

13. Willing is nothing more than a rational connection between a state we regard 
ourselves as being in and an external event or outcome. It has meaning For us but 


no authority outside of us. In essence, it is a useful Fiction. 


Finally, | bring Forward a third set of quotations from book two of Nietzsche's 


Daybreak. These passages address freedom, motive, purpose and will. 
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“On the ‘realm of freedom’. - We can think many, many more things than we can do or 
experience - that is to say, our thinking is superficial and content with the surface; 
indeed, it does not notice that it is the surface. If our intellect had evolved strictly in 
step with our strength and the extent to which we exercise our strength, the 
dominant principle of our thinking would be that we can understand only that which 
we can do - if understanding is possible at all. A man is thirsty and cannot get water, 
but the pictures his thought produces bring water ceaselessly before his eyes, as 
though nothing were easier to procure - the superficial and easily satisfied character 
of the intellect cannot grasp the actual need and distress, and yet it feels superior; it is 
proud of being able to do more, to run faster, to be at its goal almost in a twinkling - 
and thus it is that the realm of thought appears to be, in comparison with the realm of 
action, willing and experience, a realm of freedom: while in reality it is, as aforesaid, 


only a realm of surfaces and self-satisfaction.” (D, section 125) 


“Dream and responsibility. - You are willing to assume responsibility for everything! 
Except, that is, for your dreams! What miserable weakness, what lack of consistent 
courage! Nothing is more your own than your dreams! Nothing more your own work! 
Content, form, duration, performer, spectator - in these comedies you are all of this 
yourself! And it is precisely here that you rebuff and are ashamed of yourselves, and 
even Oedipus, the wise Oedipus, derived consolation from the thought that we cannot 
help what we dream! From this | conclude that the great majority of mankind must be 
conscious of having abominable dreams. If it were otherwise, how greatly this 
nocturnal poetising would have been exploited for the enhancement of human 
arrogance! - Do! have to add that the wise Oedipus was right, that we really are not 


responsible for our dreams - but just as little for our waking life, and that the doctrine 
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of freedom of will has human pride and feeling of power for its father and mother? 
Perhaps | say this too often: but at least that does not make it an error.” (D, section 


128) 


“Alleged conflict of motives. - One speaks of a ‘conflict of motives’, but designates 
with this phrase a conflict which is not one of motives. That is to say: before an act 
there step into our reflective consciousness one after another the consequences of 
various acts all of which we believe we can perform, and we compare these 
consequences. We believe we have resolved upon an act when we have decided that 
its consequences will be more favourable than those of any other; before reaching 
this conclusion we often honestly torment ourselves on account of the great difficulty 
of divining what the consequences will be, of seeing all their implications, and of 
being certain we have included them all without omission: so that the result obtained 
still has to be divided by chance. Indeed, to come to the worst difficulty: all these 
consequences, so hard to determine individually, now have to be weighed against one 
another on the same scales; but usually it happens that, on account of the differences 
in the quality of all these possible consequences, we lack the scales and the weights 
for this casuistry of advantage. Supposing, however, we got through that too, and 
chance had placed on our scales consequences that admit of being weighed against 
one another: we would then in fact possess in our picture of the consequences of a 
certain action a motive for performing this action - yes! one motive! But at the 
moment when we finally do act, our action is often enough determined by a different 
species of motives than the species here under discussion, those involved in our 
‘picture of the consequences’. What here comes into play is the way we habitually 


expend our energy; or some slight instigation from a person whom we fear or honour 
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or love; or our indolence, which prefers to do what lies closest to hand; or an 
excitation of our imagination brought about at the decisive moment by some 
immediate, very trivial event; quite incalculable physical influences come into play; 
caprice and waywardness come into play; some emotion or other happens quite by 
chance to leap forth: in short, there come into play motives in part unknown to us, in 
part known very ill which we can never take account of beforehand. Probably a 
struggle takes place between these as well, a battling to and fro, a rising and falling 
of the scales - and this would be the actual ‘conflict of motives’: - something quite 
invisible to us of which we would be quite unconscious. | have calculated the 
consequences and the outcomes and in doing so have set one very essential motive in 
the battle-line - but | have not set up this battle-line itself, nor can | even see it: the 
struggle itself is hidden from me, and likewise the victory as victory; for, though | 
certainly learn what | finally do, | do not learn which motive has therewith actually 
proved victorious. But we are accustomed to exclude all these unconscious processes 
from the accounting and to reflect on the preparation for an act only to the extent 
that it is conscious: and we thus confuse conflict of motives with comparison of the 
possible consequences of different actions - a confusion itself very rich in 


consequences and one highly fateful for the evolution of morality!” (D, section 129) 


“Purposes? Will? - We have accustomed ourselves to believe in the existence of two 
realms, the realm of purposes and will and the realm of chance; in the latter 
everything happens senselessly, things come to pass without anyone's being able to 
say why or wherefore. - We stand in fear of this mighty realm of the great cosmic 
stupidity, for in most cases we experience it only when it falls like a slate from the 


roof on to that other world of purposes and intentions and strikes some treasured 
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purpose of ours dead. This belief in the two realms is a primeval romance and fable: 
we clever dwarfs, with our will and purposes, are oppressed by those stupid, arch- 
stupid giants, chance accidents, overwhelmed and often trampled to death by them - 
but in spite of all that we would not like to be without the harrowing poetry of their 
proximity, for these monsters often arrive when our life, involved as it is in the spider's 
web of purposes, has become too tedious or too filled with anxiety, and provide us 
with a sublime diversion by for once breaking the web - not that these irrational 
creatures would do so intentionally! Or even notice they had done so! But their coarse 
bony hands tear through our net as if it were air. The Greeks called this realm of the 
incalculable and of sublime eternal narrow-mindedness Moira, and set it around their 
gods as the horizon beyond which they could neither see nor exert influence: it is an 
instance of that secret defiance of the gods encountered among many peoples - one 
worships them, certainly, but one keeps in one's hand a final trump to be used against 
them; as when the Indians and Persians think of them as being dependent on the 
sacrifice of mortals, so that in the last resort mortals can let the gods go hungry or 
even starve them to death; or when the harsh, melancholy Scandinavian creates the 
notion of a coming ‘twilight of the gods' and thus enjoys a silent revenge in retaliation 
for the continual fear his evil gods produce in him. Christianity, whose basic feeling is 
neither Indian nor Persian nor Greek nor Scandinavian, acted differently: it bade us to 
worship the spirit of power in the dust and even to kiss the dust itself - the sense of 
this being that that almighty ‘realm of stupidity’ was not as stupid as it looked, that it 
was we, rather, who were stupid in failing to see that behind it there stood our dear 
God who, though his ways were dark, strange and crooked, would in the end ‘bring all 
to glory’. This new fable of a loving god who had hitherto been mistaken for a race of 


giants or for Moira and who himself span out purposes and nets more refined even 
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than those produced by our own understanding - so that they had to seem 
incomprehensible, indeed unreasonable to it - this fable represented so bold an 
inversion and so daring a paradox that the ancient world, grown over-refined, could 
not resist it, no matter how mad and contradictory the thing might sound; for, 
between ourselves, there was a contradiction in it: if our understanding cannot divine 
the understanding and the purposes of God, whence did it divine this quality of its 
understanding? and this quality of God's understanding? - In more recent times men 
have in fact come seriously to doubt whether the slate that falls from the roof was 
really thrown down by ‘divine love' - and have again begun to go back to the old 
romance of giants and dwarfs. Let us therefore learn, because it is high time we did 
so: in our supposed favoured realm of purposes and reason the giants are likewise the 
rulers! And our purposes and our reason are not dwarfs but giants! And our nets are 
just as often and just as roughly broken by us ourselves as they are by slates from the 
roof! And all is not purpose that is called purpose, and even less is all will that is called 
will! And if you want to conclude from this: 'so there is only one realm, that of chance 
accidents and stupidity?’ - one will have to add: yes, perhaps there is only one realm, 
perhaps there exists neither will nor purposes, and we have only imagined them. 
Those iron hands of necessity which shake the dice-box of chance play their game for 
an infinite length of time: so that there have to be throws which exactly resemble 
purposiveness and rationality of every degree. Perhaps our acts of will and our 
purposes are nothing but just such throws - and we are only too limited and too vain 
to comprehend our extreme limitedness: which consists in the fact that we ourselves 
shake the dice-box with iron hands, that we ourselves in our most intentional actions 
do no more than play the game of necessity. Perhaps! - To get out of this perhaps one 


would have to have been already a guest in the underworld and beyond all surfaces, 
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sat at Persephone's table and played dice with the goddess herself.” (D, section 130) 


“Distant prospect. - If only those actions are moral which are performed for the sake 
of another and only for his sake, as one definition has it, then there are no moral 
actions! If only those actions are moral which are performed out of freedom of will, as 
another definition says, then there are likewise no moral actions! - What is it then 
which is so named and which in any event exists and wants explaining? It is the effects 
of certain intellectual mistakes. - And supposing one freed oneself from these errors, 
what would become of ‘moral actions' ? - By virtue of these errors we have hitherto 
accorded certain actions a higher value than they possess: we have segregated them 
from the ‘egoistic' and 'unfree' actions. If we now realign them with the latter, as we 
shall have to do, we shall certainly reduce their value (the value we feel they 
possess) , and indeed shall do so to an unfair degree, because the ‘egoistic' and 
'unfree' actions were hitherto evaluated too low on account of their supposed 
profound and intrinsic difference. - Will they from then on be performed less often 
because they are now valued less highly? - Inevitably! At least for a good length of 
time, as long as the balance of value-feelings continues to be affected by the reaction 
of former errors! But our counter-reckoning is that we shall restore to men their 
goodwill towards the actions decried as egoistic and restore to these actions their 
value - we shall deprive them of their bad conscience! And since they have hitherto 
been by far the most frequent actions, and will continue to be so for all future time, 
we thus remove from the entire aspect of action and life its evil appearance! This is a 
very significant result! When man no longer regards himself as evil he ceases to be 


so!” (D, section 148) 


346 


What Nietzsche tells us in these passages is certainly not less than that: 


1. Thinking is superficial, self-satisfied and content with surfaces. Its appearance as 
relatively Free is deceptive. It is indeed questionable if thinking ever or even results 
in understanding. 

2. Conscious and unconscious thinking, waking and dreaming, are no different, 
even though one seems conscious and the other unconscious. We invent freedom 
of will in the waking world out of human pride and for a Feeling of power. 

3. It is not possible for us to divine motives in things for there are a million actions 
of chance we can never anticipate. Comparison of consequences is nothing to do 
with motives even if it might provide a future motivation. 

4. We have come to believe in a realm of purpose and will and a realm of chance. 
This duo of kingdoms satiate our need to Feel we can purposely affect things and 
also satiate our need for that which we do not control thus stopping things being 
too determined or a matter of our deliberations alone. 

5. The realm of chance is the realm which we think we cannot understand - in 
contradistinction to the realm of will and purpose which we think we can 
understand. But how do we come to the conclusion we can understand one and 
not the other? With what kind of understanding do we claim to understand? 

6. It may well be that there is no realm of will and purpose - but only a realm of 
chance. What if we are too limited even to divine our own limitations? Perhaps 
what we call ‘intention’ or ‘purpose’ is no more than necessity. 

7. If moral action is purely selfless then there is no moral action. 


8. IF moral action is done from strictly free will then there is no moral action. 


347 


9. Egoistic and ‘unfree’ actions are regarded more poorly than free and ‘selfless’ 
ones, an unjustifiable moral imposition. 

10. The main issue at the bottom of morality is that of VALUE. Hence Nietzsche's 
own project accelerated in the direction of a revaluation of all values (see section U 
of this book). 

11. Valuing is determined according to a scheme that utilizes our rationality. But 
why should our values be themselves rational apart from our need to have values 
we can rationally justify? Why according to this rationality rather than that one? 

12. Changing our values would change our morality - and this would change us. 

13. Human beings will no longer be evil when they cannot think of themselves as 


such - which suggests they only are because they can. 


| have covered Nietzsche’s thoughts on morality, the moral world, the moral self, 
and moral actions at some length in this section of my book and there is a lot to 
take in. We are left, at the end of our first conversation with this most 
interpretational of thinkers, with a lot more that we don’t know than that we do 
know. We have also had cause to highlight the necessary thinking - about us, about 
who we are, how we think, what kind of world we live in - that would enable 
morality to gain a Foothold in our reality. Nietzsche stands opposed to this, at least 
in terms of what | have broadly termed ‘the traditional picture’, and Finds a human 
being who has drives and faculties but no rational core at the centre that is 
directing operations and who lives in a world of chance and necessity rather than 
rationality and morality. So it is not that Nietzsche finds a human being that does 
things For reasons, not least moral ones; it is more that Nietzsche Finds a rational 


animal often subject to self-deceptions and useful fictions and prey to drives he 
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neither knows the movements of nor the reasons for their movements - if drives 
even have reasons rather than simple hunger and a need to be nourished. 
Nietzsche finds a human being that covers over what it does not, and perhaps 
cannot, know with imaginative constructions that may often be said to go far 
beyond what can be justified of them. At the end of our conversation with him in 
this part of the book it is not clear that we can say there is a basis for “morality” at 


all. 


O: DEMOCRACY, EQUALITY AND HUMAN DIGNITY: MORALITY AS RHETORICAL 


CONSTRUCT AND VALUATION 


Having had a conversation with Nietzsche, one that utilised his own words, let us 
look at democracy, equality and human dignity, three pre-eminent Western human 
values, in the light of his thought. Taking the First two First, if one reads Nietzsche 
to any great extent one will come to the conclusion that he is an advocate for 
neither equality nor for democracy. Nietzsche's values are essentially aristocratic, 
master values rather than the unaristocratic slave values he would criticise and 
regard as unhealthy, and so equality and democracy he finds low born and ignoble, 
born of weakness and feebleness. Of course, such opinions will stink in our 
modern, egalitarian nostrils, shaped and moulded as they are by every social justice 
sentiment that sweeps across us daily in never-ending campaigns and outrages 
about the latest "terrible thing" that we are told we should not do or think by 
those who think their morality superior. One place we might certainly Find such 
phenomena is on a social media Full of people who want to tell us what and what 


not to do. 
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Yet ask yourself, for a moment, about "equality". It is true that all people actually 
are equal? What's more, is it true that we, by which | mean all people in their 
individuality, actually treat people as equals? | don't think it is true (neither did 
Nietzsche) and, more importantly, | don't think there is a person alive who actually 
treats all people as equal in actuality which questions the idea it is a genuinely held 
belief or an honest value in the First place. Left to their own devices, away from the 
imperatives of all those who want to tell us how to think, everyone has their 
Favourites, don’t they? So in the real world of actuality, apart from the ideological 
one where "everybody's equal" and where "equality" is meant to be the guiding 
value, everybody, in fact, is precisely NOT equal. All have their favourites, all 


distinguish, all choose some over others. 


This is more especially true even regarding those people who bleat most loudly 
about equality for do these people regard those in favour of "patriarchy", for 
example, the same as those who say they want to smash it? By no means! A moral 
evaluation has taken place and the former are distinguished morally from the 
latter: they are not equal. On the contrary, what happens here is that those seen as 
props or advocates for the despised phenomena are regarded as morally inferior 
to the moral superiority that these same people accord to themselves. We are not 
talking about "equality" here even when the narrative is! So it must be admitted 
that the ideology of "equality" is bogus and self-refuting. No one thinks everyone 
is equal and no one could. Moral judgment and value do not work like this. They are 


based in distinguishing better From worse, good from bad, equal from not equal. 
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But what about democracy in these now demonstrably unequal times? This, | think, 
was always a bad idea from the start but more modern times have shown just how 
poor and ripe for abuse it really is. And, if people really aren't equal, how much 
worse it looks. OF course, after 2016 in the West we now know very well that 
democracy can be subverted. Democracy is simply a numbers game and so the only 
aim when playing it is to generate the greatest number by any means necessary. 
There is nothing noble in that. In Fact, it seems the very opposite, it seems quite 
base and we are now quite aware of many underhand ways in which “democracy” is 
used for bad and very undemocratic ends. But what's more, that the greatest 
number think a thing is to say absolutely nothing at all about its rightness, 
morality, benefits, effects or purpose in our current situation. Under "democracy" 
the greatest number might choose to cut their own throats and everyone else's 
too! Some would argue that, for example, with Brexit that’s exactly what the 
British people did do even as some would argue the American people did the same 


with Trump. 


But, you will say, there is a principle at stake here, that principle being that each 
person is a person with an equal right to have their say. | wonder, do you really 
think that people with dubious or harmful motives should "have their say"? Should 
the hard of thinking? Should people who seem to have no thought process at all or 
those who are determined to stand up for an agenda regardless of evidence? Are 
we really saying that democracy is the same for everybody regardless of motive or 
engagement or awareness of the issues? | have already argued here in this section 
of the book that people are not, in Fact, equal and so, if that be true, why should 


we think all should be equal in a democratic sense? In short, | suggest that by our 
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fevered thinking, in which we have come, erroneously, to think that all people are 
equal and that a democracy of such equals is right and just, we have gotten 
ourselves into a terrible mess. The first proposition is False and so the second 
doesn't follow. All that is bad enough. However, there are those among us in the 
world who DON'T think all people are equal and who think "democracy" needs a 
helping hand in THEIR direction. In the weakness and feebleness of these 
conditions, things we ideologically created, we are lost and unable to defend 
ourselves against such people. Democracy and equality are manifestly avoidable 
values and, as such, they are not sufficient defences against their avoidance by 


those acting out of malfeasance and the corrupt. 


We come back to Nietzsche whose own answer was a self-overcoming, a creating 
of a new person "beyond good and evil". Not for him the "herd mentality" of 
equality and democracy. One had to overcome oneself and one's circumstances. He 
was not a philosopher of the crowd. Yet you will now perhaps be hoping that I can 
pull some magic rabbit from the hat and leave us on a high. But | cannot. | think 
that modern movements for social justice are on shaky ground if based in a False 
equality and a democracy of unequals. They are, | think, on better ground if they 
are based on compassion for the neighbour, something Nietzsche might also have 
found weak and sappy, yet if we are going to think of a world and give ourselves 
responsibility For it, which might very well be a big mistake, then we start here. A 
better answer to this whole question, though, is one I've always had. | would wish 
that we were all the kind of people who could overcome ourselves. A better world 
is simply one made of better people, and better From within themselves not due to 


outward pressure. This is where | feel myself allied with Nietzsche most. It reveals 
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the answer to our problems as being something about each one of us and which 
each one of us can affect things by affecting who we are. Yet it seems clear that 
many are content to be "the herd" and to languish in the democratic and equal 
“slave morality” that Nietzsche impugned and the deceptive thinking about 
ourselves and the world which are the necessary Foundations for it. Yet such 


people have no interest in themselves or anyone else. They are the mob. 


It is these the rich and powerful, the unequal, the undemocratic, will continue to 
manipulate to all our detriment. | do not see that the rest of us whining on about 
the discredited notions of equality and democracy will change that much. We must 
think again. The mob, who think what they think just because they know others 
who think it or because it seems the in thing to think, have not looked at 
themselves and asked themselves questions. They do not know who they are, what 
they are for or where they are going. Fundamentally, they are inauthentic people 
who have bad faith towards themselves and others. They are unserious people. Yet 
you only live once. The Far Future will not remember who you were or what you did. 
Essentially, you live in your moment in time. It seems to make a difference to you. 
But does it really? Do the moral verities you cling to which change with the 
vicissitudes of history matter? Do your values and their meanings extend out 
beyond the felt importance and influence of them in your own life? Perhaps it 
comes down to this: who can you be RIGHT NOW? Perhaps that is a very moral 


question to ask, a necessary one for each citizen? 


There is something very weak and petty about modern Western morality. Everyone 


goes around policing everybody else but how many of these empty husks 
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masquerading as human beings actually has the slightest clue who they are or 
what they are for? Shouldn’t you have to earn the right to an opinion by your 
character and your committed approach to life? Shouldn’t you have to 
demonstrate yourself to be a serious person rather than as something merely 
Floating through life? Shouldn’t you have to show that you are not a person 
determined to rest on your imagined laurels, both moral and epistemological? Is 
there not something ultimately despicable about the person who has an opinion 


about EVERYTHING? But only “an opinion”. You know who | mean. 


The ability to think might be inversely proportional to the number of opinions you 


have about things... 


The essential marker of idiocy, which is in the end the only immorality, is that it is 
incredibly simplistic. Being simplistic is entirely due to one thing: the inability or 
unwillingness to think. Once one thinks all one sees is complexity. Shades of grey 
not black and white. You might think that such unthinking stupidity was a bar to 
progress in the world. Idiots don't get on in life, right? Trump? Johnson? Corbyn? 
Any number of Aussie PMs? Orban? Netanyahu? Bolsonaro? | could go on. Trust me 
when | tell you you can be dumb as a rock in this world and thrive... and is that not 
a very MORAL failure of humanity at a basic level? The self-refutation of morality in 


the unending and unfailing progress of the immoral... 


Human beings are essentially inauthentic creatures. They create, they fabricate, 


they Fictionalise, they imagine, they invent. Some of their top examples of these 


things are morality, rationality and truth. All totally self-serving and totally made 
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up. 


What's that you say? You are optimistic about the human race? 


Don't be silly. 


How does one come to a position of power in the world today? Its really very 
simple: tell people the lies they want to hear! Fabrication, conscious or 
unconscious, is at the heart of the human being. Some see the problems in this 
and, clinging to false notions such as that we are “independent moral agents”, they 
try to protect these fabricated human constructions in their minds and in the 
world. Yet, of course, the notion that we are "independent moral agents" is 
nothing more than a proposition, and a very dubious proposition, in itself. That all 
our notions of democracy, morality and equality are based on such things should 


speak to their own lack of validity. 


You will recall that above | thought equality to be neither actual nor a good idea. 
Democracy, likewise, was something | saw problems with since it seems to Follow 
on the basis of the False premise about equality. But if we dump these we don't 
dump the idea of each human having their own dignity. Yet where does such 
dignity come from? Is it apparent? Human dignity could be that dignity that comes 
from being human and so being alive. But do humans, as alive, have a dignity that 
other forms of being do not have who are also alive? Is dignity more properly given 
to humans than dogs or bears or apes or whales or insects, etc.? Personally, | Find it 


difficult to subscribe to such an idea. IF we are going to say humans have dignity 
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because they are alive... well then so are lots of other things and they are just as 
alive and just as not responsible for being alive as we are. No one and nothing is 
responsible For the Fact that it is alive and, in each case, it in itself did nothing to 
bring that Fact about. As Heidegger knew well, life is something we are thrown into 
or which is imposed upon us. It is and was nothing to do with us. All equally have 


the dignity of being innocent of life. 


So why not say that humans have dignity because they are human? Here is a 
different ground, one unique to us as a species. But that is ultimately the problem. 
Are we special? Did we do anything to achieve such an accolade? Is it not just 
bigging ourselves up? | think it is. | think it's nothing but self-promotion in the end, 
a self-reflexive and not wholly rational, if perhaps psychologically necessary, 
Finding value in yourself. (There could, after all, be other motives For this valuation 
and ones that are strictly not rational ones such as a drive to our own value or 
some other biologically or psychologically instigated need.) But it is this question 
of VALUE that comes to be the important one where human dignity is concerned - 
for it is a VALUATION. As a value, it seems to me that human dignity is entirely 
invented, Fabricated, made up, Fictionalised. That is to say, we have created such a 
value in a value system of our own volition. It has no other ground, could have no 


other ground. Is that a problem? 


This is not necessarily so, provided you are prepared to acknowledge that human 
beings have created lots of valuations that have no greater or other grounding 
than that we simply invented them and decided they served a purpose. Human 


dignity is such a valuation. Human equality is another as is the democracy it seems 
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to mandate. You will, | think, struggle in vain to find any greater grounds for 
human dignity than this but that doesn't mean human dignity "is not real". What is 
"real"? For the purposes of this section of my book its whatever people take to 
exist and be active in their lives - and some people think that “human dignity” 
exists. But is such a human dignity a good idea? A couple of provisos. First, | don't 
really see it as simply human dignity. | see it as an animal dignity, a dignity shared 
with other living things: it is, we may say, the dignity of being alive. Second, it only 
ever means what people think it means. It's a linguistic construct. The question 
then becomes exactly what it does mean. And this is where it gets messy because 
human beings are not exactly very good at respecting life. It rather seems they see 
it as something at their disposal whether animal or sometimes even human. Human 
beings have a noticeable tendency to performatively deny the things they say they 


believe. 


At this point the suspicion rather seems to take root that human thinking here is 
muddled. Things can't have a dignity you can dismiss or easily ignore - can they? 
And its not as if we can say this dignity is inherent or essential. It isn't. It's volitional 
and linguistic, Fictional and pragmatic. So perhaps "human dignity" is merely yet 
another human ideal, something notable of humanity at its best but not always so 
evenly apparent from place to place and case to case? But there is another option. | 
have already described human dignity as volitional and linguistic, Fictional and 
pragmatic. It exists as an idea and as a value in our language, and so our thought, 
only because we want it to and because we find it useful in certain circumstances. 
This suggests that human dignity is a rhetoric. There is, of course, nothing wrong 


with it being a rhetoric. Some people think that pretty much most things are. I'm 


357 


probably one of those people. But the issue then becomes a matter of the use of 


human dignity as a concept or idea in human thinking. Its about what it's for. 


Now | can't tell you what it's for because, as a linguistic concept, that’s not just up 
to me. Language is a social matter, it and its meanings are constantly under social 
negotiation and discussion. We may disagree or present arguments for diverse 
meanings and uses because this is what a public, social, linguistic thing like 
language, and so the concepts and constructs within it, are all about. An individual, 
in this context, cannot fix the value of things. There is no such thing as a private 
language. The important thing about a rhetorical idea, though, is that it Fits within 
a greater rhetoric, perhaps even a rhetorical narrative. Take the Film Blade Runner 
and the character Roy Batty. He is a replicant, not human. His life is judged 
disposable in a way human lives aren't. Is this justifiable? To the human characters 
of the Film it is. To Roy himself and his Fellow replicants it seems a little unfair. Why 
are other beings deciding how long his form of being should last? Where is the 
dignity in his existence? In this case his dignity is decided by a narrative human 
beings are telling themselves. This is that replicants are their creations and their 
life is in their gift and under their control. Such dignity is rhetorical and nothing 
more. My argument is so is ours too! So is any such dignity. This dignity, as Roy 
Batty shows in his justifiably Famous final speech in Blade Runner, is a rhetorical 
one - yet this is still meaningful. Rhetoric doesn’t mean “empty, devoid of 


meaning”. Far from it! 


So what are we left with here? Nothing other than equality, democracy and human 


dignity as the rhetorically constructive and evaluative Fictions of human beings. It 
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is important to see, however, that this is not to cast them aside as worthless or to 
invalidate them. This, in Fact, is nothing other than the case for their validation - if 
they are to be validated at all! Yet an intriguing afterthought remains in the Form 
of a question: to what extent are these values, like all human values, nothing other 
than Functions of the fact that we are evaluating beings? If that is what they are 
then the question becomes a matter of what the value of our valuing is. We are 
revealed as beings Fascinated by facets of ourselves, asking questions about the 
value of our faculties and ourselves, we being those who do not even really 


understand who or what we are. 


P: MORALITY AND MEANING: AN INTERACTION WITH THE LOGOTHERAPY OF 


VIKTOR FRANKL 


Viktor Frankl is Famous, first of all, for reasons that no one would want to be 
famous. He and nearly all of his family were put into concentration camps by the 
Nazis as they were Austrian Jews. The vast majority were murdered there. Yet this 
is really only the beginning of Frankl’s own story. Frankl was also a medical doctor 
who specialised in psychology (which is perhaps the major reason he survived the 
camps since he was put to work by the Nazis with his Fellow prisoners) and after 
the war he wrote about his experiences in a best-selling book called Man’s Search 
for Meaning which detailed both his own experiences and also his psychological 


theory called “Logotherapy” which was nurtured by these experiences. 


Logotherapy is basically the belief that human beings are sick if their life does not 


have meaning and healthy if it does. This, as Frankl is at pains to make plain, is not 
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a matter of “the meaning of your life” as if this were singular and static. Instead, it 
is always Focused in the now. It is like the best chess move | could make right now 
as opposed to the best chess move there is period (and, of course, there is no such 
latter move). Logotherapy, then, puts meaning at the centre of a healthy human 
being. Frankl takes such meaning to be “the primary motivational force in Man” 
and speaks of “will to meaning”. It is something to be confronted with and to 
reorientate yourself towards. It is “unique and specific” to each person rather than 
some generality. Yet neither is it rationalisation of “instinctual drives”. “Man is able 
to love for the sake of his ideas and values,” says Frankl, intimating that these are 
the meanings about which he speaks. So life, for him, is a matter of it being made 
meaningful for each one of us and Logotherapy aims to guide people into 
cultivating such meaning. Life is about “fulfilling a meaning” rather than 
“satisfaction or gratification of instincts or drives” and can be a matter of “a 
worthwhile goal” which is seen as a “freely chosen task”. What Frankl sees as 


authentic and genuine in human beings is to live a life that is as meaningful as 


possible. 


To this extent Frankl distinguishes human beings from the rest of animal life For he 
imagines that we make genuine choices whereas they do not. Human beings, in 
Frankl’s scheme, are more rational and less instinctual whereas animals are more 
instinctual and less rational. Yet both instinct and tradition can still be guides in his 
thinking as we each come to formulate our own, unique meanings to our lives. This 
is a matter of us being questioned by our own lives and being responsible for our 
responses. Yet this meaning, Frankl points out, is not selfish or self-centred. It is 


not self-conscious. Rather, it Forgets the self and transcends the self. So it is not 
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found by some self-interested inner searching set apart from the world either. 
Instead, it is Found in the world, in interaction with the world. Meaning, then, is 
Found in the stuff of life through creating, experiencing, and our attitude to life’s 
inevitable consequences which, as he knew only too well, may include great 
suffering. Yet Frankl, who suffered more than most, would see suffering, in this 
sense, as simply another experience from which meaning can be made. We may 
observe that this may take great bravery and courage yet Frankl was also not 
without the belief that in their deep reserves human beings can also find such 


things. 


Frankl also talks about love but as a thing that is not “rational”. (Nietzsche will also 
do this later in this book. See below.) Love, says Frankl, is neither rational to carry 
out nor rational to think about. When we love (in that instant, at least) we do not 
do so with any rationalisation. Love is a function and can even be seen as 
Functional. But we need to read this in Frankl’s context which is to put the power 
to affect one’s life back into the hands of human beings. Frankl is one thoroughly 
convinced that people become sick when they begin to believe that things are 
beyond them and that life is pointless. His words about love, in this context, show 
that even in the simple intimacies of life there is Function and even purpose. A 
simple response of love, thinks Frankl, can be the birth of meaning and so health in 


human hearts. 


To this extent Logotherapy is very much about promoting human response to 


circumstances and a generally active mentality. This is especially the case with 


suffering with which Frankl had much to do before, during and after the Second 
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World War. Frankl’s insight was that so much in life cannot be changed and this is 
true. But then so much in life is not about changing anything about external 
circumstances you cannot affect. It is, however, about changing your attitude 
towards them which is perhaps the one thing you can affect! So Logotherapy 
teaches that people should change their attitudes to the things that they cannot 
change in a way that is compatible with similar thoughts in Zen or Taoist currents 
of thought yet not necessarily with the same onus that these currents of thought 
give to the human battle being primarily the battle with oneself. In Logotherapy it 
is not a matter of avoiding pain or seeking pleasure but finding meaning. Frankl 
thus focuses on the possibility for human responsibility that leads to meaning in 
the transitoriness of life and to people shaping their own attitude towards life’s 
conditions. Frankl sees human beings, and Fundamentally so, as those creatures 


who “determine what their existence will be.” 


That, then, is a brief orientation to the thought of Viktor Frankl and his 
psychological theory of Logotherapy, thought which is about healing minds and 
creating healthy, Functioning people. But what is it doing in a book about morality? 
It is there for its focus on meaning as a Fundamental aspect of human health, 
something which we might think of, in this case, as “proper Functioning”. It also 
enables us to ask about morality as meaning for surely it is often the case that 
people find a meaning in a certain morality or a moral stance? It also dovetails 
nicely, although with different emphases to be sure and sometimes in ways that 
are at odds, with the Nietzschean interpretation of the human as that being which 
interprets, the process of evaluating and Finding meaning. What unites Frankl and 


Nietzsche is that meaning - and meaning making - are central to the operation of 
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the human being and both see the healthy human being as that person who goes 
out and actively creates the meaning of their life. | leave it to the Further thought 


of the reader to ask what this means for morality in the wider context of this book. 


Q: MEANING AND VALUE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST: THE BOOK OF QOHELETH 


Utter meaninglessness, said Qoheleth, Utter meaninglessness! Everything is 
meaningless! What real value is there for a human being in all the gains they make 


under the sun? (Qoheleth 1:2-3) 


One generation goes, another comes, but the earth remains the same forever. The 
sun rises, and the sun sets - and glides back to where it rises. Southward blowing, 
turning northward, ever turning blows the wind; on its round the wind returns. All 
streams Flow into the sea, yet the sea is never Full; to the place From which they 
Flow the streams Flow back again. All such things are wearisome: no one can ever 
state them; the eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear enough of hearing. 
Only that shall happen which has happened, only that occur which has occurred; 


there is nothing new under the sun! (Qoheleth 1:4-9) 


| observed all that happens under the sun and | found that everything is 


meaningless and shepherding of wind: a twisted thing that cannot be made 


straight, a lack that cannot be made good. (Qoheleth 1:14-15) 


For as wisdom grows, vexation grows; to increase learning, is to increase 


heartache. (Qoheleth 1:18) 
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| said to myself, Come, | will treat you to merriment. Taste mirth! That too, | Found, 
was meaningless. Of revelry | said, Its mad! OF merriment, What good is that? 


(Qoheleth 2:1-2) 


My thoughts also turned to appraising wisdom and madness and Folly. | found that 
wisdom is superior to folly as light is superior to darkness; A wise person has eyes 
in their head, whereas a Fool walks in darkness. But | also realised that the same 


Fate awaits them both. (Qoheleth 2:12b-14) 


So | reflected: The Fate of the Fool is also destined for me; to what advantage, then, 
have | been wise? And | came to the conclusion that that too was meaningless. 


(Qoheleth 2:15) 


And so | loathed life. For | was distressed by all that goes on under the sun, 


because everything is meaningless and shepherding of wind. (Qoheleth 2:17) 


There is nothing worthwhile for a person but to eat and drink and afford 


themselves enjoyment with their means. (Qoheleth 2:24a) 


A season is set for everything, a time for every experience under heaven: A time 
for being born and a time for dying, a time for planting and a time for uprooting 
the planted; a time For slaying and a time for healing, a time For tearing down and a 
time For building up; a time For weeping and a time For laughing, a time For wailing 
and a time for dancing; a time For throwing stones and a time for gathering stones, 


a time for embracing and a time for shunning embraces; a time for seeking and a 
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time For losing, a time for keeping and a time for discarding; a time for ripping and 
a time for sewing, a time for silence and a time For speaking; a time for loving and a 
time for hating; a time For war and a time for peace. What value, then, can the 


person of affairs get From what they earn? (Qoheleth 3:1-9) 


Indeed, | have observed under the sun: alongside justice there is wickedness, 
alongside righteousness there is wickedness. | mused: God will doom both the 
righteous and the wicked, For there is a time for every experience and for every 
happening. So | decided, as regards human beings, to dissociate them from the 
divine beings and to Face the fact that they are beasts. For in respect of the Fate of 
human beings and the Fate of beasts, they have one and the same fate: as the one 
dies so dies the other, and both have the same lifebreath; human beings have no 


superiority over beasts, since both amount to nothing. (Qoheleth 3:16-19) 


Who can enable a human being to see what will happen afterward? (Qoheleth 


3:22b) 


| Further observed all the oppression that goes on under the sun: the tears of the 
oppressed, with none to comfort them; and the power of their oppressors - with 
none to comfort them. Then | accounted those who died long since more fortunate 
than those who are still living; and happier than either are those who have not yet 
come into being and have never witnessed the miseries that go on under the sun. 


(Qoheleth 4:1-3) 
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Two are better off than one, in that they have greater benefit From their earnings. 
For should they fall, one can raise the other; but woe betide the one who is alone 
and falls with no companion to raise them! Further, when two lie together they are 
warm; but how can the one who is alone get warm? Also, if one attacks, two can 


stand up to them. A threefold cord is not quickly broken! (Qoheleth 4:9-12) 


Keep your mouth from being rash, and let not your throat be bring forth speech 
before God. For God is in heaven and you are on earth; that is why your words 
should be few. Just as dreams come with much brooding, so does foolish utterance 
come with much speech. When you make a vow to God, do not delay to Fulfill it. For 
He has no pleasure in Fools; what you vow Fulfill. It is better not to vow at all than 
to vow and not fulfill. Don’t let your mouth bring you into disfavour, and don’t 
plead before the messenger that it was an error, but fear God, else God may be 
angered by your talk and destroy possessions. For much dreaming leads to 


meaninglessness and to superfluous talk. (Qoheleth 5:1-6) 


IF you see in a province oppression of the poor and suppression of right and justice, 
don’t wonder at the fact; For one high official is protected by a higher one, and 
both of them by still higher ones. Thus the greatest advantage in all the land is 


theirs: they control a Field that is cultivated. (Qoheleth 5:7-8) 


Another grave evil is this: a person must depart just as they came in. As they came 
out of their mother’s womb, so must they depart at the last, naked as they came. 
They can take nothing of their wealth to carry with them. So what is the good of 


toiling for the wind? Besides, all their days they eat in darkness, with much 
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vexation and grief and anger. (Qoheleth 5:14-16) 


Even if a man should beget a hundred children and live many years - no matter how 
many the days of his years may come to, if his gullet is not sated through his 
wealth, | say: The stillborn, though it was not even accorded a burial, is more 
fortunate than he. Though it comes into meaninglessness and departs into 
darkness, and its very name is covered with darkness, though it has seen or 
experienced the sun, it is better off than he - yes, even if the other lived a 
thousand years twice over but never had his fill of enjoyment! For are not both of 
them bound for the same place? All of man’s earning is for the sake of his mouth, 
yet his gullet is not sated. What advantage then has the wise man over the Fool, 
what advantage has the pauper who knows how to get on in his life? Is the Feasting 
of the eyes more important than the shepherding of desire? That, too, is 


meaninglessness and shepherding of wind. (Qoheleth 6:3-9) 


Whatever happens, it was designated long ago and it was known that it would 
happen; as for human beings, they cannot contend with what is stronger than 
them. Often, much talk means much meaninglessness. How does it benefit a 
human being? Who can possibly know what is best for a person to do in life - the 
Few days of their Fleeting life? For who can tell them what the future holds for 


them under the sun? (Qoheleth 6:10-12) 


Consider God’s doing: Who can straighten what He has twisted? So in a time of 


good fortune enjoy the good fortune; and in a time of misfortune, reflect: the one 


no less than the other was God's doing; consequently, human beings may Find no 
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Fault with Him. (Qoheleth 7:13-14) 


In my own brief span of life, | have seen both these things: sometimes a good man 
perishes in spite of his goodness, and sometimes a wicked one endures in spite of 
his wickedness. So don’t overdo goodness and don’t act the wise one to excess, or 
you may be dumbfounded. Don’t overdo wickedness and don’t be a Fool, or you 
may die before your time. It is best that you grasp the one without letting go of 


the other, For one who fears God will do his duty by both. (Qoheleth 7:15-18) 


There is not one good person on earth who does what is best and doesn’t err. 


(Qoheleth 7:20) 


All this | tested with wisdom. | thought | could Fathom it, but it eludes me. The 
secret of what happens is elusive and deep, deep down; who can discover it?... But, 
look, this | did Find out: God made human beings plain, but they have engaged in 


too much reasoning. (Qoheleth 7:23-24, 29) 


A wise person will bear in mind that there is a time of doom. For there is a time For 
every experience, including the doom; for a person's calamity overwhelms them. 
Indeed, they do not know what is to happen; even when it is on the point of 
happening, who can tell them? No person has authority over the lifebreath - to 
hold back the lifebreath; there is no authority over the day of death. There is no 
mustering out from that war; wickedness is powerless to save its owner. (Qoheleth 


8:5b-8) 
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And here is another frustration: the Fact that the sentence imposed For evil deeds 
is not executed swiftly, which is why human beings are emboldened to do evil - the 
Fact that a sinner may do evil a hundred times and their punishment still be 
delayed. For although | am aware that “It will be well with those who revere God 
since they revere Him, and it will not be well with the scoundrel, and they will not 
live long, because they do not revere God” - here is a Frustration that occurs in the 
world: sometimes an upright man is requited according to the conduct of the 
scoundrel; and sometimes the scoundrel is requited according to the conduct of 


the upright. | say all that is Frustration. (Qoheleth 8:10b-14) 


For | have set my mind to learn wisdom and to observe the business that goes on in 
the world - even to the extent of going without sleep day and night - and | have 
observed all that God brings to pass. Indeed, human beings cannot guess the 
events that occur under the sun. For man tries strenuously but fails to guess them; 
and even if a sage should think to discover them he would not be able to guess 


them. (Qoheleth 8:16-17) 


For all this | noted, and | ascertained all this: that the actions of even the righteous 
and the wise are determined by God. Even love! Even hate! Human beings know 
none of these in advance - none! For the same Fate is in store For all: (Qoheleth 9:1- 


2a) 


Go, eat your bread with gladness, and drink your wine in joy; For your action was 


long ago approved by God. (Qoheleth 9:7) 
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| have further observed under the sun that the race is not won by the swift, nor the 
battle by the valiant; nor is the bread won by the wise, nor wealth by the 
intelligent, nor favour by the learned. For the time of mischance comes to all. And 
a person cannot even know their time. As fishes are enmeshed in a Fatal net, and as 
birds are trapped in a snare, so men are caught at the time of calamity, when it 


comes upon them without warning. (Qoheleth 9:11-12) 


| have also seen this example of wisdom under the sun, and it seemed great to me. 
There was a little city with Few people in it. A great king came against it and 
besieged it, building great siegeworks against it. Now there was found in it a poor 
wise man, and he by his wisdom delivered the city. Yet no one remembered that 
poor man. So | said, “Wisdom is better than might; yet the poor man’s wisdom is 
despised, and his words are not heeded.” The quiet words of the wise are more to 
be heeded than the shouting of a ruler among fools. Wisdom is better than 


weapons of war, but one bungler destroys much good. (Qoheleth 9:13-18) 


| have seen slaves on horseback, and princes walking on Foot like slaves. (Qoheleth 


10:7) 


Who quarries stones will be hurt by them; and whoever splits logs will be 


endangered by them. (Qoheleth 10:9) 


Cast your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will get it back. Divide 


your means seven ways, or even eight, For you do not know what disaster may 


happen on earth... Just as you do not know how the breath comes to the bones in 
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the mother’s womb, so you do not know the work of God, who makes everything. 
In the morning sow your seed, and at evening do not let your hands be idle; For you 
do not know which will prosper, this or that, or whether both alike will be good. 


(Qoheleth 11:1-2, 5-6) 


Rejoice, young man, while you are young, and let your heart cheer you in the days 
of your youth. Follow the inclination of your heart and the desire of your eyes, but 


know that For all these things God will bring you into judgment. (Qoheleth 11:9) 


Remember your creator in the days of your youth, before the days of trouble 
come, and the years draw near when you will say, “I have no pleasure in them”. 


(Qoheleth 12:1) 


Meaninglessness of meaninglessness, says Qoheleth; everything is meaningless. 


(Qoheleth 12:8) 


The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; 
for that is the whole duty of everyone. For God will bring every deed into 


judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil. (Qoheleth 12:13-14) 


Above you have read a significant number of excerpted passages From the book of 
Qoheleth, a book contained in the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh. It is a book written in 
the tradition of Jewish “wisdom writings” which is a subset of such writings From 
the Ancient Near East of that time more widely conceived from Persia west as far 


as Egypt. “Wisdom”, in this sense, was a preserve of the literate, educated and, 
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necessarily, the well off, for we cannot imagine that every peasant or regular 
citizen had the opportunity to sit back, relax, think and write books. Most were 
simply too busy trying to stay alive. The writer of Qoheleth is presented as a king in 
Jerusalem and is likely meant to be King Solomon, son of David, and remembered 
in Jewish history as a man of wisdom. But, historically, this is unlikely and the book 
shows evidence of being written between the Sth and 2nd centuries BCE with 


some Hellenistic influence. 


Yet it is the themes and attitudes of the book that concern us more here in this 
context of morality. Although | have excerpted significant portions for my 
purposes here one should still read this relatively short book in Full For the Full 
presentation of Qoheleth’s views. By excerpting these texts here | am not claiming 
to give an overall interpretation of the book. This is to say that the way | use the 
book here is For my own purposes which may, or may not, be at odds with those of 
Qoheleth. | would hope that | have presented here a sufficient amount and 
variation of texts, though, to get us thinking about issues which were important 
and meaningful For the Jewish sage who wrote them down. It seems to me, at 
least, that these issues are not incompatible with others that are raised in this 
book elsewhere and that commonalities occur in surprising ways. Primarily, the 
issue with which Qoheleth is concerned is MEANING, or, rather, its lack: 
MEANINGLESSNESS. Meaning, and its constant companion, value, will, especially in 
a further section of my book which appraises Nietzschean thought, be seen to be 
very important matters when it comes to morality which, | argue, evolves from the 
Fact that we are evaluating beings who must make meaning. Qoheleth, if not 


agreeing with that idea in a propositional sense, is one who seems to agree with it 
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in a practical sense since it is writ large throughout the content of his book. What 
Follows are thirteen points | would like to raise about that content with reference 


to the excerpts of the text | have quoted. 


1. There can be no doubt that the keyword of Qoheleth is the Hebrew word HEBEL. 
Semantically, this word starts off with a basic meaning of “vapour” but it is used 
metaphorically throughout the book to denote Futility, absurdity, vapidity, and, in 
the way | have chosen to translate the term, meaninglessness. The idea behind 
“hebel” is that things are not graspable, like vapour would not be; they are 
ungraspable, not perspicuous, in some senses not comprehensible, out of reach. | 
have judged this as Qoheleth’s absolute and general valuation that the things of 
the world, and the outworking of the things of the world which, in human terms 
means life itself, are meaningless. An aim, goal, purpose, is lacking. Life’s defining 


characteristic is its meaninglessness. 


2. IF we look at Qoheleth himself, we see that he is rational, evaluating, meaning 
making in his approach. A distinctive question of his is “What does it profit?” and so 
is to ask a question about value: “What real value is there for a human being in all 
the gains they make under the sun?” Of course, Qoheleth finds that he has to 
answer this question with “None”. Life does not find the value that Qoheleth 
wishes it would and so, once more, we return back to his conclusion that 
“everything is meaningless”. Here we can see this as also meaning that the whole is 


without value. 
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3. Qoheleth evidences repeated judgments about the nature of life and these may 
be summarised as “chance”. More than once Qoheleth will discourse on life’s 
unpredictability to human intelligence and, consequently, a lack of human 
perspicuity about events or their outcomes. His opinion of this is that it is truly 
“vexatious” or “Frustrating” and we may take him at his word that these outcomes 
cause him genuine distress. Qoheleth wishes the opposite were true, that life 
could be divined from its contents or course by some algorithm of rightness or 
logic or justice: but he is honest enough to admit that this is simply not so. Instead, 
life is a matter of “shepherding wind” with which we are back to the Futility and 


meaninglessness. 


4. IF there is one thing that Qoheleth ultimately recommends, as opposed to him 
simply settling for, it is that one should “fear God”. But this is interesting in itself. 
For Qoheleth, perhaps surprisingly, is not a list of commandments or actions 
considered right and moral. He does not say “be wise” to any great extent when he 
certainly valorises wisdom over folly. But he does tell readers to fear God and it is 
not clear why, outside of dogmatic belief, because he is very clear that “all go to 
the same place” and so it is not a matter of some imagined Future or ultimate 
advantage if one does fear God. Qoheleth does not live in a world in which “heaven 
and hell” as places of moral consequence yet exist. Yet he does believe that God 
both judges and “determines”. God is the one who knows what we do not know. So 
if we ask what “Fear God” means in this context it must mean not less than that 
God exists, he knows what you do not know, and he acts in accordance with his 
own identity, which includes a moral identity. “Fearing God” is, then, not less than 


such awareness. However, Qoheleth is not then arguing For the essential morality, 


374 


or moral consequence, of the world, something which remains meaningless, Futile, 


vapid. 


5. Any commentator on Qoheleth worth their salt will note that Qoheleth the book 
is inconsistent and, frankly, contradictory. One cannot make a coherent system 
from Qoheleth’s pronouncements and, perhaps, one is not meant to be able to. 
After all, is not Qoheleth’s point that accounting for life does not result in an 
equation? The “algorithm of life” which explains it all, beloved of Fairy tales and 
Fantasists alike, does not exist. Qoheleth’s judgment is one of Futility in trying to 
find such a thing, of ultimate meaning’s essential insubstantiality, not that the 
consistent thread of meaning and value is there to find. Life, he thinks, does NOT 
make sense. It is not that it does, or possibly even that it could. And this is 
REGARDLESS of the existence of God which he takes for granted and fully 
subscribes to. Qoheleth considers the matters of the world God’s doing and that 
both good times and bad times are experienced in a more or less unfathomable 
combination by us. God he thinks responsible for both of these and yet, in 
contradiction, he still speaks of a divine accounting. This can only seem to come 
through life itself for Qoheleth since he clearly states that “all alike” will go down 
to Sheol, the place of the undifferentiated dead, when life is over. Yet, if good and 
bad happen to all alike, and if all end up with the same Fate, of what import is God's 


accounting or his judgment? This, too, is meaningless and contradictory. 


6. We come to Qoheleth’s values for, even though his general conclusion is that 


everything is meaningless, he does have values. Wisdom, for example, is better 


than folly. Good is better than evil. Fearing God is better than not. Having a 
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companion to bear life’s burdens with is better than being alone. Yet Qoheleth 
does not seem very strongly moral. He seems to acknowledge a Few times that the 
moral implications of action are often unfathomable and so who can actually say if 
good does not work for evil and evil turn out for good? Since the algorithm of life 
is lacking this creates the basic problem he divines. Yet Qoheleth is not lists of do’s 
and don'ts as other books in the Tanakh, preeminently in the Torah, certainly are. 
In Deuteronomy, for example, conduct and behaviour are strongly tied to the 
outcome of one’s, or the whole community's, life. But in Qoheleth all await the 
same fate and everybody's life is an indecipherable mix of good and bad fortune, 
random chance or luck. Thus, Qoheleth emphasises the relativity and contingency 
of life’s meaning and of the values that we impute to it. Absolute judgments 
become impossible, moral certainty is dissipated, valuation itself is problematised 
and put in doubt. “Do what you are going to do” is all that Qoheleth can really 
conclude - with the proviso that God is always watching. Yet he can still advise the 
young to “follow the desires of your heart and the glances of your eyes” because 
such enjoyment is bound to be brought to an end. In this we can see a prudence 
and contextuality that Qoheleth consistently brings to bear throughout his book. 
All one can do in an unfathomable world is enjoy while one can and to consider 


one’s context when it is no longer to be enjoyed. 


7. In modern context one thing that stands out about Qoheleth is that he believes 
in God, that is, the Jewish God. To make this clearer we may say that Qoheleth 
believes in the God of the Hebrew Bible and of the Jewish faith. This God is a God 
of justice and if one wants to understand that then go right ahead and read the 


entirety of the Torah, as | have done, to Find out exactly what that means. This is a 
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God who does not forget the poor, the stranger, the outcast, the foreigner, in 
Jewish biblical recitation. It is a God with standards, standards that are in 
accordance with his own character and identity. Ultimately, the Tanakh tells the 
Jewish people to be like God because that is what God is like. For example, in 
Leviticus, a book soaked through with the notion that God is holy, a word meaning 
“separate”, the Jewish people are told to “be holy because | am holy” by this God. 
Why all this matters here is because we cannot doubt that Qoheleth himself is 
aware of all this and yet he assesses everything in life as meaningless, Futile, vapid, 
inscrutable, nevertheless. This, it must be said, is not because he does not believe 
these things about God but even though he does. So here we can Further say that 
even though Qoheleth believes in justice and morality, for God exists and 
“embodies” both, he does not see their essential outworking, or even the sense of 
them as things, in the world. For Qoheleth there is justice but what is the 
outworking of justice? For Qoheleth there is morality but what is the outworking 


of being moral? 


8. There has been a tendency, throughout human history, to separate human 
beings off From the biological world and, instead, try to put them with the gods. 
But Qoheleth is one who is not having this. He wants to “Face the fact that [we] are 
beasts.” We know no more about our ultimate fate than any other beast and, even 
though we may be said to have more instrumental knowledge than the beasts and 
to have invented “knowledge” as a means to valorise ourselves over and against 
them, this doesn’t actually get us any other Fate than that which awaits them. 
“Human beings have no superiority over beast, since both amount to nothing.” This 


is a judgment remarkable for its honesty in placing us with all things biological and 
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it reminds us that we are of the natural world of created and conditioned things 
rather than some spark of divinity that somehow Finds itself trapped in physicality. 
What's more, for all the inventions of rationality, this perhaps only increases the 
vexatious, Frustrating nature of our “beastly” existence. Do other animals suffer as 
we do? As beasts and not gods, we have created a uniquely human prison of 


circumstance for ourselves. 


9. We may note that Qoheleth is a man of practical advice rather than one of 
ethical pronouncements. His characteristic in terms of behaviour or conduct is best 
summed up as “prudence” and an acting in the context of the contextuality his 
observation and testing out all things has brought him. Thus, he recommends 
enjoyment of good fortune, such as the Fruits of one’s labours, but with a 
recognition that it only takes one fly to ruin the ointment and that good times 
inevitably end. A good example here is youth, which Qoheleth thinks should be 
enjoyed, but only in the recognition that old age approaches when things might 
not be nearly so enjoyable. So Qoheleth does recognise that good times and, 
indeed, enjoyment within life are possible but this is not the character of the whole 
which remains Futile and meaningless since it is simply prey to chance occurrence, 
random stupidity and inevitable Folly. In moral context this explicates itself in that 
we can do good but it may not work out for good and we may do evil which turns 
out for good nevertheless. However, in the end a human being cannot divine a 
path to constant good fortune either by consistently being either good or evil; one 
cannot keep one’s wealth, which was at the time regarded as a thing of blessing, 
one cannot exist in a constant state of happiness or achieve an end which 


ultimately values or rewards your having done good, lived justly or acted 
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righteously. For life is life, too random, to prey to chance, for it to be navigated 
consistently. This is the ultimate basis for Qoheleth’s practicality over a lack of 
moral imperatives. He is genuinely responding to the context of a life he cannot 


avoid, that it is meaningless and without sense or reason. 


10. Qoheleth Finds that all human beings are morally culpable when he states that 
“there is not one good person on earth who does what is best and does not err.” 
Yet, only a Few verses prior to this, he will also tell people “don’t overdo goodness 
and don’t act the wise man to excess”. This may seem strange to us who might 
think that we should be wise as much as possible and should endeavour to do good 
to the same amount. But this is, in Fact, a demonstration of the prudence | have 
referred to in my previous point. Excessive goodness is not necessarily a good in 
itself and it may not lead to a good outcome. Consistent wisdom might not issue 
in, or turn out to be, the wisest of actions. We need to remember that in 
Qoheleth’s overall judgment, everything is meaningless, in which there is no sense 
or reason which unlocks the world, all paths are equally Futile and that it is so 
prominent, and so repeatable throughout the text, for a reason. This is that it IS his 
ultimate Finding from all his explorations. It relativises both wisdom and “doing 
good” rather than making them the practical imperative to follow to a life of 
benefit, achievement and ultimate reward. So we are not caught in some moral 
matrix in which our task is to Find the key that unlocks this moral life of ultimate 
reward: this, states Qoheleth, both does not exist and is beyond us to discern in 
any case. To think that life is itself about finding our moral bearings is doubly 
deceptive and doubly frustrating. The existence of moral choices, moral values or 


even moral feelings does not execute itself as a means to a moral plan for the 
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whole, much less a means to live according to it. The world, life, existence, remains 


Futile and meaningless overall and this is no less morally so. 


11. Qoheleth criticizes both too much talk and too much reasoning in human 
beings. The first often leads to folly, the opposite of the wisdom the wisdom 
tradition, appropriately enough, regards as more ideal. In the second case, 
Qoheleth enigmatically states that “God made human beings plain” but that they 
have gone off and engaged in “too much reasoning” nevertheless. In both cases | 
see an oblique reference to human beings’ over-reliance on their reasoning 
Faculties, their tendency to believe that their intellect can solve all problems or 
that “rationality” is the defining characteristic of what they are. Yet Qoheleth is 
determined and consistent in his conclusion of meaninglessness and futility - which 
cannot be reasoned out of even by human beings insisting that things are, or must 
be, rationally calculable. IF talk and reasoning, and an insistence on such rationality, 
be human overestimations of the worth of their own Faculties then Qoheleth does 
not believe that they render the whole any less Futile or more meaningful. Rather, 


they are dead ends. 


12. At the heart of Qoheleth’s critique, assessment, observation, or whatever you 
call it, is the belief that the world has NO moral code even if it does have limited 
and contingent moral values. Yes, true, he may instruct his readers to “fear God 
and keep his commandments”, and God as the figurehead of justice and moral 
action may be acknowledged, but it is important to see that, in the wider context 
of his book, this doesn’t lead to guaranteed benefits. We may say that, for 


Qoheleth, moral actions are the better things to do but they don’t result, 
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necessarily and without question, in you being any better off as a result. So, we 
may ask, why bother then if we will all be equally subject to the vicissitudes of life 
in any case and end up with the same fate? I’m not sure Qoheleth can answer that 


except to shrug his shoulders muttering “Hebel”. 


13. But there is another way to put my last point. This is to say that the world 
DOES have a moral code (or several) but that none of them ultimately lead 
anywhere but their own logical dissolution in teleological terms. For some the 
context of Qoheleth’s world, in which all who died went to the same place of the 
undifferentiated dead, was not enough. Belief in heaven and hell developed in 
order to give meaning and value to moral action and a life lead in a certain way. In 
other religions similar blessed and unblessed states were also developed to 
motivate morality and general right living more widely conceived. As yet another 
move, life was given value in itself (compare Qoheleth who thinks that we, as the 
beasts, are “nothing”!) in order to motivate moral action, and so respect for life’s 
value as a primary human value in itself. Yet a question that will always resurface, 
and which is evident in reading Qoheleth, is that if none of this makes sense, does 
not come to equal a logic or a kind of reason and rationality, does not issue in 
consistent value or effects, then why bother? How can one have an equation that is 
not equal? It is a question of upsides and downsides, of rewards and punishments, 
of effects and consequences. Qoheleth has issues here For he admits that absolute 
meaning, sense and reason exists in the context of justice and morality: they are in 
the form of God. But the problem is that these, in the form of this being, are alien 
and other to us, not accessible by us or ultimately of benefit to us in our Form of 


being. All we have left are contemporary, contingent and limited conditional 
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versions of the same. So his message becomes “enjoy what you can while you can”. 
And possibly because “tomorrow we die”. The impression | am left with after 
reading Qoheleth is, then, that all there is is prudence and that codifying morality, 
positing facetious ends or setting up insubstantial human values, whilst 
rhetorically claiming their substantiality, is not ultimately going to end up ina 
world of value and meaning in which we are compelled to a pre-ordained or 
unwavering path. The algorithm of moral life is not Found, will not be found. For 
there is no pre-ordained path, moral or otherwise, and even if there were we could 


not know it. 


R: J.L. MACKIE: INVENTING RIGHT AND WRONG 


What Follows is the opening of J.L. Mackie’s book, Ethics: Inventing Right and 
Wrong. It is presented to evidence one philosopher's “moral scepticism” but also 
the very specific sense in which Mackie uses such a description, one which 


dismisses the notion of “objective values” but not values tout court: 


“There are no objective values... The statement of this thesis is liable to provoke 
one of three very different reactions. Some will think it not merely False but 
pernicious; they will see it as a threat to morality and to everything else that is 
worthwhile, and they will find the presenting of such a thesis in what purports to 
be a book on ethics paradoxical or even outrageous. Others will regard it as a 
trivial truth, almost too obvious to be worth mentioning, and certainly too plain to 
be worth much argument. Others again will say that it is meaningless or empty, 


that no real issue is raised by the question whether values are or are not part of 
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the Fabric of the world. But, precisely because there can be these three different 


reactions, much more needs to be said. 


The claim that values are not objective, are not part of the fabric of the world, is 
meant to include not only moral goodness, which might be most naturally equated 
with moral value, but also other things that could be more loosely called moral 
values or disvalues — rightness and wrongness, duty, obligation, an action’s being 
rotten and contemptible, and so on. It also includes non-moral values, notably 
aesthetic ones, beauty and various kinds of artistic merit. | shall not discuss these 
explicitly, but clearly much the same considerations apply to aesthetic and to 
moral values, and there would be at least some initial implausibility in a view that 


gave the one a different status From the other. 


Since it is with moral values that | am primarily concerned, the view | am adopting 
may be called moral scepticism. But this name is likely to be misunderstood: ‘moral 
scepticism’ might also be used as a name for either of two first order views, or 
perhaps for an incoherent mixture of the two. A moral sceptic might be the sort of 
person who says ‘All this talk of morality is tripe,’ who rejects morality and will take 
no notice of it. Such a person may be literally rejecting all moral judgements; he is 
more likely to be making moral judgements of his own, expressing a positive moral 
condemnation of all that conventionally passes for morality; or he may be 
confusing these two logically incompatible views, and saying that he rejects all 
morality, while he is in Fact rejecting only a particular morality that is current in the 
society in which he has grown up. But | am not at present concerned with the 


merits or faults of such a position. These are first order moral views, positive or 
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negative: the person who adopts either of them is taking a certain practical, 
normative, stand. By contrast, what | am discussing is a second order view, a view 
about the status of moral values and the nature of moral valuing, about where and 
how they fit into the world. These first and second order views are not merely 
distinct but completely independent: one could be a second order moral sceptic 
without being a first order one, or again the other way round. A man could hold 
strong moral views, and indeed ones whose content was thoroughly conventional, 
while believing that they were simply attitudes and policies with regard to conduct 
that he and other people held. Conversely, a man could reject all established 


morality while believing it to be an objective truth that it was evil or corrupt. 


With another sort of misunderstanding moral scepticism would seem not so much 
pernicious as absurd. How could anyone deny that there is a difference between a 
kind action and a cruel one, or that a coward and a brave man behave differently in 
the Face of danger? OF course, this is undeniable; but it is not to the point. The 
kinds of behaviour to which moral values and disvalues are ascribed are indeed 
part of the furniture of the world, and so are the natural, descriptive, differences 
between them; but not, perhaps, their differences in value. It is a hard fact that 
cruel actions differ From kind ones, and hence that we can learn, as in Fact we all 
do, to distinguish them Fairly well in practice, and to use the words ‘cruel’ and ‘kind’ 
with fairly clear descriptive meanings; but is it an equally hard Fact that actions 
which are cruel in such a descriptive sense are to be condemned? The present issue 
is with regard to the objectivity specifically of value, not with regard to the 
objectivity of those natural, Factual, differences on the basis of which differing 


values are assigned.” 
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S: MARY MIDGLEY ON MORALITY AS AN EMERGENT PROPERTY OF SOCIAL BEINGS 


What Follows are selected quotations from Mary Midgley’s essay “The Origin of 
Ethics” in A Companion to Ethics published by Blackwell. They highlight morality as 


an emergent property of social beings: 


“Where does ethics come from? Two very different questions are combined here, 
one about historical Fact and the other about authority. Anxiety about both 
questions has been active in shaping many traditional myths about the origin of 
the universe. These myths describe, not only how human life began, but also why it 
is so hard, so painful, so confusing, so conflict-ridden. The primal clashes and 
disasters they tell of are intended - perhaps often primarily intended - to explain 
why human beings have to live by rules which can frustrate their desires. Both 
these questions are still pressing. And in the last few centuries, theorists have tried 


strenuously to answer them in more literal and systematic terms. 


This quest does not Flow just from curiosity, nor just From the hope of proving the 
rules unnecessary, though both are strong motives. It perhaps arises centrally from 
conflicts within ethics, or morality, itself. (I shall make no distinction between 
these two words for the very general purposes of this article.) In any culture, 
accepted duties sometimes clash, and deeper, more general principles are needed 
to arbitrate between them. People look for the point of the different rules 
involved, and try to weigh these points against each other. This search often forces 
them to look, more widely still, for a supreme arbiter - the point of morality as a 


whole. 
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This is why our original question is so complex. Asking where ethics comes from is 
not like asking the same question about meteorites. It is asking why we should now 
obey its rules. (Rules are not actually the whole of morality, but we can 
concentrate on them for the moment, because they are often the point where 
conflicts arise.) In order to answer this question, it is necessary to imagine what life 
would be like without these rules, and this inevitably does raise questions about 
origins. People tend to look backwards, asking whether there was once an 
‘unfallen’ conflict-Free state before the rules were imposed, a state where rules 
were not needed, perhaps because nobody ever wanted to do anything bad. They 
then ask ‘How did we come to lose this pre-ethical condition? Can we get back to 


it?’ 


In our own culture, two sweeping answers to these questions have been widely 
accepted. One - coming predominantly from the Greeks and from Hobbes - 
explains ethics simply as a device of egoistic prudence; its origin-myth is the social 
contract. It sees the pre-ethical state as one of solitude; the primal disaster being 
that people ever began to meet each other at all. Once they did. conflict was 
inevitable, and the state of nature was then, as Hobbes put it, ‘a war of every man 
against every man’ even if, as Rousseau insisted, they had not been actually hostile 
to each other before colliding. Survival itself, let alone social order, became 
possible only through rules arrived at by a reluctant bargain. (This story was of 
course usually seen as symbolical, not as literal history.) The other account, which is 
Christian, explains morality as our necessary attempt to bring our imperfect nature 
in line with the will of God. Its origin-myth is the Fall of Man, which has produced 


that imperfection in our nature in the way described - again symbolically - in the 
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Book of Genesis. 


Simplicity itself is always welcome in a confusing world, so the popularity of these 
two accounts is not surprising. But simple accounts cannot really explain complex 
Facts, and it has already become clear that neither of these sweeping formulae can 
really deal with our questions. The Christian account shifts the problem rather than 
solving it, since we still need to know why we should obey God. Christian teaching 
has of course plenty to say about this, but what it says is complex, and cannot keep 
its attractive simplicity once the question about authority is raised. | cannot discuss 
Further here the very important relations between ethics and religion. But it is 
important that this Christian answer does not just derive our duty to obey God 
naively from his position as an all-powerful being who has created us - a derivation 
which would not confer moral authority. IF a bad being had created us for bad 
purposes, we should not think we had a duty to obey that being, whatever 
prudence might dictate. The idea of God is not just the idea of such a being, but 
crystallizes a whole mass of very complex ideals and standards that lie behind 
moral rules and give them their meaning. But the authority of these ideals and 


standards is just what we are enquiring about. So that question is still with us... 


... We can, however, avoid... bad alternatives today by simply taking a more 
realistic, less mythical view of non-human animals. In our own time, their behaviour 
has at last been systematically studied, and the rich, complex nature of social life 
among many birds and mammals is now becoming a matter of common knowledge. 
People indeed have long known something about it. Though they did not use that 


knowledge when they thought of animals as incarnations of evil. Thus, two 
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centuries ago Kant wrote. ‘The more we come in contact with animals the more we 
love them, For we see how great is their care for their young. It is then difficult For 


us to be cruel in thought even to a wolf.’ 


Social traits like parental care, co-operative foraging and reciprocal kindness show 
plainly that such creatures are not in Fact crude, exclusive egoists, but beings who 
have evolved the strong and special motivations needed to form and maintain a 
simple society. Mutual grooming, mutual removal of parasites and mutual 
protection are common among social mammals and birds. They have not produced 
these habits by using those powers of prudent selfish calculation which the Social 
Contract story views as the mechanism necessary for such a feat, since they do not 
possess them. Wolves, beavers, jackdaws, and other social creatures, including all 
our primate relatives, do not build their societies by wily calculation from a 
Hobbesian ‘state of nature’, an original war of all against all. They are able to live 
together, and sometimes to co-operate in remarkable tasks of hunting, building, 
joint protection or the like, simply because they are naturally disposed to love and 


trust one another. 


This affection becomes evident in the unmistakable misery of any social animal, 
From a horse or a dog to a chimpanzee, if it is kept in isolation. Though they often 
ignore each other and will indeed in certain circumstances compete with and 
attack each other, they do this against a wider background of Friendly acceptance. 
Devoted care of the young, often including real self-denial over food, is 
widespread and is often shared by other helpers besides the parents. (It may 


perhaps be seen as the original matrix of morality). Some creatures, notably 
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elephants, will adopt orphans. Defence of the weak by the strong is common and 
there are many well-attested examples of cases where the defenders have paid For 
it with their lives. Old and helpless birds are sometimes fed. Reciprocal help among 
Friends is often seen. All this is by now not a matter of folklore but of detailed, 
systematic, well-researched record. And there surely is every reason to accept that 


in this matter human beings closely resemble all their nearest relatives... 


Having said something... to the idea that humans have natural social 
dispositions, we ask next, what relation have these dispositions to morality? They 
do not constitute it, but they surely do contribute something essential to making it 
possible. Do they perhaps supply, as it were, the raw material of the moral life - the 
general motivations which lead towards it and give it its rough direction - while still 
needing the work of intelligence, and especially speech, to organize it, to 
contribute its Form? This suggestion was sketched out by Darwin, in a remarkable 


passage which uses central ideas From Aristotle, Hume and Kant. 


By this account, the relation of the natural social motives to morality would be 
much like that of natural curiosity to science, or of natural wonder and admiration 
to art. Natural affections do not of themselves create rules - indeed, it might seem 
that in an unfallen state they would make rules unnecessary. But in our actual, 
imperfect state, these affections often conflict with each other, or with other 
strong and important motives. In non-human animals, those conflicts may be 
settled simply by Further second-order natural dispositions. But beings who reflect 
much on their own and each others’ lives, as we do, need to arbitrate these 


conflicts somehow in a way that makes their lives Feel reasonably coherent and 
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continuous. To do this we set priorities between different aims, and this means 


accepting lasting principles or rules. 


Darwin illustrated the difference between the reflective and non-reflective 
predicaments in the case of a swallow, which can desert the young it has been 
devotedly feeding without apparent hesitation when its flock migrates. As he 
points out, someone blessed or cursed with a much longer memory and a more 
active imagination could not do this without agonizing conflict. And there is a most 
interesting difference between the two motives involved. An impulse which is 
violent but temporary - in this case migration - is opposed to a habitual feeling, 
much weaker at any one time, but stronger in that it is far more persistent and lies 
deeper in the character. Darwin thought that the rules chosen would tend to 
arbitrate in Favour of the milder but more persistent motives, because violating 


them would lead to much longer and more distressing remorse later on. 


In searching, then, for the special force possessed by ‘the imperious word ought’ 
he pointed to the clash between these social affections and the strong but 
temporary motives which often oppose them. Intelligent beings would, he 
concluded, naturally try to produce rules which would protect the priority of the 
first group. He therefore thought it exceedingly likely that ‘any animal whatever, 
endowed with well-marked social instincts, would inevitably acquire a moral sense 
or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well-developed, or 
anything like as well-developed, as in man’. Thus ‘the social instincts - the prime 
principle of man’s moral constitution - with the aid of active intellectual powers 


and the effects of habit, naturally lead to the Golden Rule, “As ye would that men 
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should do unto you, do ye to them likewise” and this lies at the Foundation of 


morality’... 


... IF, then, these dispositions are indeed not disqualified by their narrowness from 
serving as essential material for the development of morality, does Darwin's 
picture become a convincing one? There is surely great force in his suggestion that 
what makes morality necessary is conflict - that an ‘unfallen’ harmonious state 
would not require it. IF this is right, then the idea of ‘immoralism’ as the proposal to 
get rid of morality would involve making everybody somehow conflict-Ffree. Unless 
that were done, we need priority-rules, not just because they make society 
smoother, nor even just to make it possible at all. But also more deeply, to avoid 
lapsing individually into states of helpless, conflict-torn confusion. In some sense, 


this is ‘the origin of ethics’ and our search need take us no Further. 


It may, however, seem less clear just which kind of priorities these rules are bound 
to express. Is Darwin right in expecting them on the whole to Favour the social 
affections, and to validate the Golden Rule? Or is this just a cultural prejudice? 
Might a morality be Found which was the mirror-image of our own, counting our 
virtues as vices and our vices as virtues, and demanding generally that we should 
do to others just what we would least want done to ourselves (a suggestion for 


which also Nietzsche sometimes wished to make room)? 


Now it is of course true that cultures vary vastly, and since Darwin's day we have 


become much more aware of that variation. Yet anthropologists, who did the 


world a huge service by demonstrating that variability, are now pointing out that it 
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should not be exaggerated. Different human societies do have many deep 
structural elements in common. If they did not, no mutual understanding would be 
possible at all, and indeed it would scarcely have been possible to do 
anthropology. Among those elements, the kind of consideration and sympathy for 
others that is generalized by the Golden Rule plays a central part, and if we ask 
‘Could there be a culture without that attitude?’ we may find real difficulty in 
imagining how it would count as a culture at all. The mere mutual terror of co- 
existing egoistic solitaries that Hobbes invoked for his Social Contract could 
certainly never produce one. Common standards, common ideals, common tastes, 
common priorities that make a common morality possible, rest on shared joys and 
sorrows and all require active sympathy. Morality needs, not just conflicts, but a 
willingness and a capacity to look for shared solutions to them. As much as 
language, it seems to be something that could only occur among naturally social 


beings... 


... This account of the origin of ethics is intended to avoid on the one hand the 
unrealistic, reductive abstractions of egoist theorizing, and on the other the 
equally unreal, moralistic boasting that tends to make the whole origin of human 
beings as a terrestrial primate species look incomprehensible. It does not equate 
human morality with anything found among other social creatures. It is always a 
Fallacy (the ‘genetic Fallacy’) to equate any product with its source - to say ‘that 
Flower is really only organized dirt’. Morality as it emerges From this matrix is what 


itis.” 
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T: ENDLESS IMPOSSIBLE: ON GOD, GOD-TALK AND NOTHING TO STICK TO 


When God began to create heaven and earth - the earth being unformed and void, 
with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping over the 


water - God said, “Let there be light!”; and there was light. [Genesis 1:1-3] 


God does not exist. But if this is the point of this essay, and it is certainly one point 
of this essay, then | am going to have to do a lot of work in what Follows to Fill this 
statement out and make it mean something useful as opposed to mundane, 
interesting and not merely obvious. All sorts of people believe that God does not 
exist but many of them do not do so in a very interesting way and that, being 
optimistic for the moment about what is to Follow here, is what | hope to do. For in 
what follows | want to stick most vehemently to the notion that “God does not 
exist” but, at the same time, | also want to suggest that that is not the 
conversation stopper for “God talk” that you might think it is. | want to say that 
“God does not exist” is not the end of God. In Fact, | think its only the beginning. 
But remember, nothing in what follows will be an argument that God exists or that 
there is a God: | Firmly and sincerely believe there isn't. But | have a problem here 
For, recently, | have started to think about this notion that “God does not exist” and 
treat it seriously rather than trivially. For example, to what, in that sentence, does 
the word “God” refer? IF it refers to a specific idea about God then what about 
other ideas? Is the notion “God does not exist” referring only to certain ideas about 
what God is or to any and all imaginable ideas, a rather different claim? | came to a 
position, in my own thinking, of trying to think of a God - who doesn’t exist! - but 


that could nevertheless have substance. Is that even possible? [When talking about 
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“God” here | shall be assuming knowledge of Jewish and Christian understandings 


of the term.] 


We need to begin from where we are and where most of us are is with thinking of 
God as a person. The trouble with this is that the more you genuinely think about it 
the stupider it gets. Thinking of God as a person is thinking of God as like us only, 
perhaps, infinitely, exponentially, more so. And that is why its not the right place to 
start. Its understandable, of course, that you might start from what you know, 
yourself, human beings, and move to what you don’t know but we need to listen to 
what we are saying here in thinking this way. In effect we are reversing the polarity 
on the statement of Genesis 1:26 that the first human being, Adam, was made “in 
the image of God,” a troublesome enough description as it is. But can you just 
reverse the polarity, work backwards from us, and get God? No, you can’t, because 
in doing so you only get more problems. IF you define God as a person, for 
example, then you limit the notion of what “God” could refer to. Persons are 
limited beings. Mention of “beings” is apposite and appropriate here as a person is 
a being. But is God a being, a thing (even a supernatural thing), an object? This does 
not seem very godly. It does not seem to Fit in with other things we perhaps think 
about God. To think of God as a person is to think of a divine parent or some kind 
of Greek mighty hero, a counterpart to the human drama but on another, heavenly 
plane. But, these days, we imagine there is no such plane because we know, as the 
ancients didn’t, that space is infinite and physical rather than a “vault” in the sky. 


There is no Asgard, there is no Olympus, there is no place called heaven. 
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So why do we think of God as a person at all? It is because with think of being as 
presence. IF God is to exist then he must literally make his mark and be capable of 
making marks in the physical universe we inhabit. Just like us, in Fact. How do we 
know we exist? Because we can do things and observe their consequences, or so 
we think. So if God exists he must be able to as well. Being is presence and to be 
present is to act with observable consequences. To be able to act with reason or 
purpose (as we think both we and God can do) is to be a person. So this one 
conjecture, that being is presence, leads to consequences itself. Thinking of being 
as presence leads to the need for rational persons who can act with consequences 
in a physical universe. It is a physical universe that we experience and so in our 
thinking about God we utilise physical metaphors and thinking to think about God. 
He must be a person and be assigned to a place, heaven, (although theology gets 
itself in a twist about this, never quite sure where or how God is) and be capable of 
doing physical things. This is quite a mechanical God, albeit that we give this kind 
of God supernatural powers that we can’t quite explain. But we need to note that 
this kind of God is tied to certain forms of thought and is basically Superman, if 
with good doses of love, justice and mercy to make him theological enough to 
carry the sheen of divinity. Yet there is a basic problem here: if being is presence 


and if God is a person then where is he? 


In my own mind this becomes silly. There is no place where God as a person is. Even 
if God were a person, a defined, limited being, he cannot be one on the analogy of 
ourselves. To think of God as a person is even somewhat blasphemous, in Fact, in 
its limitation of that thought of as unlimited, a profound contradiction in terms. So 


| propose, moving Forward, that whatever God is it is not a person. This will, by the 
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by, resolve another issue that you may or may not have noticed in this essay so far. 
I've been referring to God as “he”. But God is now officially not a person as far as 
this essay is concerned and so God is not a he or a she. Unfortunately, this leaves us 
at a linguistic loose end though because (traditional) language knows of only two 
kinds of persons and these are gendered (new pronouns or self-descriptions are 
being invented though as people self-identify in emerging ways). This in itself is 
revealing in that in all our talk about God, even if we would claim to have been 
doing so in educated and intelligent ways far above the notions of the divine 
parent or the Greek hero, we have been ascribing personhood to God in our use of 
language by referring to God using personal pronouns (almost uniformly the 
masculine one but that’s another story). But God is not a person (just, in fact, as 
God is not an object as the noun “God” tends to linguistically suggest) and so use 
of personal pronouns to refer to God is at best inappropriate, a placeholder For the 
word “God” but not corresponding to or representative of anything about God 


itself. 


Once we remove the notion of God as a person from the discussion we notice, 
immediately, that suddenly a lot of fresh air has blown into the room. Breathe 
deeply of this new air and taste its sweetness. Now we get to ask ourselves where 
else we can go to think about God. Now we get to ask if a God who is not a person 
makes any sense, can be made to work in any way and if such a thing, being 
possible, would be of use anyway. In doing this | want to start From the Kabbalistic 
myth of the Lurianic Kabbalah that | alluded to in a previous book of mine, Jesus of 
Galilee, Son of Dog. There | riffed on the thoughts of Kabbalah scholars Sanford 


Drob and Moshe Idel which linked thought about God with ideas of (postmodern or 
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poststructural) textuality. A Form of this myth, and my retelling/interpretation of 


it, is as Follows: 


The myth 


Before the beginning, G*d was Endless Nothing Without End; Einsof, beyond all 
Being, Existence and Time. [Einsof is a Hebrew word for God used in the Kabbalah. 
It means “endless” or “infinite”. In modern Hebrew it is used as the regular word 
for “infinity”.] It was Nothing and It was All, it was nothing and it was Being. It 
withdrew itself by tzimtzum, self-negation and contraction, to create metaphysical 
space for creation. This created the realm of creation through the energy of the 
divine light, the Or Einsof, which pervades and sustains all, and the power of its 
Word, the vehicle and substance of created things, a realm alienated From Einsof, 
Ha-Olamot. Into this creation came Adam Kadmon, the first created person, the 
Primordial Human, who embodied the ideas and values of G*d in creation which 
humans came to know as the Sephirot. Yet the Sephirot, emanated vessels which 
reveal the Fundamental dimensions of meaning and value in G*d, in effect the 
content of G*d’s speech and divine writing, are unstable and deconstruct which 
leads to more alienation From Einsof and to a creation in a state of exile. This leads 
to oppositions, perplexities, absurdities and unfathomables such as we know 
intellectually, spiritually and morally in the created world today. The human task is 
to collect up and liberate the deconstructed shards of emanated divine light 
through a spiritual, intellectual and psychological process so that the ideas and 
values of the creation can be restored in a manner that enables them to structure 


and contain the primal energy of The Endless Nothing, Einsof, which completes 
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both G*d and all created things. This is known as Tikkun Ha-Olam and is the 
restoration and emendation of the World and we are thus seen as fulfilling and 
completing the act of creation itself by this action. Human action, as such, 
completes the activity of G*d. [It should immediately be clear to biblically literate 
readers that this is a mythological retelling of the creation story in Genesis, and its 
consequences, when set into a Kabbalistic context. | do not intend to delve deep 
into Kabbalistic interpretation here but the myth itself is enough to help us think 


about God in other ways.] 


The Interpretation 


G*d, The Endless, was both nothing, endless nothing, and yet also something. 
Nothing and something here mean the same thing for human language cannot 
distinguish between them. G*d both exists as endless nothing and yet also as 
something beyond any kind of existence. This something beyond existence 
operates as nothing. G*d is nothing, endless nothing without end. Something 
implies nothing, nothing is the only something the endless G*d can be. G*d is the 
existence of nonexistence, the nonexistent existence, Endless Nothing Without 


End. Before the beginning was Nothing. 


It is with letters and language that G*d creates, these things which are, at one and 
the same time, both nothing and something. With them was created something 
From nothing. Write letters on a page in any order. They are meaningless. Yet 
rearrange these same things and from meaningless chaos and empty void comes 


meaning, from a valueless arrangement of components comes valuable structure 
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and interconnection. This can be seen as The Endless inscribing eternal language 
and order in the Primordial Ether, a way of describing how from meaningless 
nothing comes meaningful something: something literally from nothing. The 
difference between something and nothing here is not empirical or metaphysical; 
it is only a matter of wisdom and wisdom is experience. To arrange letters and 
language one way is to say nothing, to be powerless, to impart no meaning. But to 
arrange letters and language another way is to create meaning from nothing, to 
take part in the activity of The Endless and to reveal the power of language in 
creation. The Word of The Endless both created From nothing and sustains from 
nothing for “G*d said” and “it was so” (Genesis 1). Humanity participates in The 


Endless in all its creative activity (“created in his image” Gen 1:26). 


At the same time and in the same action language conceals and reveals. The G*d 
who says “I am what | am” (Exodus 3:14) both says something and nothing and 
something as nothing in this declaration and there could be no better self- 
revelation of The Endless than to reveal as a concealment or to conceal as a 
revelation. Language is thus a taking part in the activity of G*d and our use of it is 
part of the action of rendering the world meaningful. This action can be seen as 
Tikkun, part of the restorative action that is necessary for the fulfillment of 
creation. Creation, in turn, can be seen as the signature activity of The Endless, 
that activity in which the divine name is inscribed in all things, in which all things 
endlessly refer back to nothing, to endless nothing without end. Before the 
beginning there was Ayin, nothing. After the end there will also be Ayin, nothing. 
(Compare “the big bang” and the proposed “heat death” of the universe.) 


Everything in between is, then, also essentially nothing for it came from nothing 
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and will return to nothing. It should not surprise us that all creation takes part in 
the activity of The Endless For it is endless nothing without end. Language is the 
means by which an infinite plenum or superfluity of meaning is constricted, 
concealed and Finitized into a more specific meaning. Language is, thus, a means of 
tzimtzum, a means of creating specifics From endlessness. This suggests that the 
divine limitation and contraction of The Endless can only result in finitude and 
specificity. It is here that the human subject emerges. Here activity of The Endless 


can be seen to be imitated in language itself. 


Now | will be the First to admit that there is a lot to this and that it is also 
speculative. But please allow me to immediately remind you that the point of this 
essay is exploratory and not to make claims about reality or, more broadly, “what 
is”. We are thinking about “God” and to what “God” could refer and how we might 
understand use of that term. It will be clear to see that the Kabbalistic myth is 
based on Jewish thought about the Genesis myth in the Torah of the Jewish bible 
and basic familiarity with this text is assumed. We also see that the interpretation 
of the myth is wrapped up with thoughts about human language. Indeed, one basic 
issue here is how human language might or might not be adequate to the concept 
of God in the first place. Wittgenstein, in his Tractatus, spoke in its Final 
proposition about something beyond language about which “we must be silent” 
and one wonders if God was in any sense here hinted at. Even if not, this is an 
interesting thought: why would we imagine something infinite like God might be 
confinable in language? In addition we must keep in mind the Jewish attitude 
towards God, prevalent throughout the Hebrew bible and its interpretation by 


rabbis and scholars as well as the Kabbalists, which forbids the use of God’s name, 
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YHWH, or “his” reduction to a being or any over-precise definition of the same. For 
Judaism, God, or G*d if we preserve the Jewish reverence for the referent of the 
signifier, is an ineffable beyond description and there should be no lazy or easy 
equation of human description with that to which it refers. This is why God is 
equated with theophanies of weather or winds or clouds and such like. There is a 
symbolic language in the Hebrew scriptures indicating God but not as describing or 
naming or equating. God, implicitly in these texts, is not to be equated with the 


descriptions used. 


The question becomes how such a myth as the Kabbalists have, or the equally 
mythical interpretation which | made of it, can be put to use to help us think about 
a God implicitly thought to be “Nothing” or “Infinite” or “Endless”. | want to offer 
up a number of exploratory thoughts here that rhizomatically extend their tendrils 


From such mythical thinking: 


1). The 20th century liberal theologian, Paul Tillich, said that “God is not Finding an 
alien being but overcoming self-alienation” and that this was “the basic model of 
theology”. This is helpful, | think, in that it puts the onus on us to conceptualise 
ourselves, our existence, our experience, in the context of alienation not just from 
ourselves but From all things. Alienation itself (sometimes also thought of as exile) 
is a deeply theological subject, one the Kabbalistic myth itself felt the need to 
incorporate and explain, and overcoming the Felt alienation we experience in our 
lives is a part of much religious and philosophical thought. In thinking of God it 
would be entirely natural to imagine it as a matter of some form of reconciliation 


with a whole, a holism, over an alienation which tends to emphasise partition. 
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2). IF God is not a person, if God is “No-Thing”, then, in a way, we can say that God is 
death, not being, the absence of identity, life, spirit, mind, consciousness. But, once 
again, this reveals how much our thinking is wrapped up within our Form of life and 
how we think by analogy to ourselves, our culture, our experience. In a real sense, 
to say about God is already to say too much. Yet, to persevere with the thought 
“God is death”, this imagines God as a nothing from which we come and to which 


we return. 


3). | have already suggested that we think of being as presence. But what if we 
didn’t, what if being was something else? God is only a person because in our 
linguistic thinking we privilege presence over absence whilst still regarding 
absence as a strange kind of presence we struggle to account for, a potentiality for 
presence. This itself is instructive For if absence is a kind of presence then can the 


absence of God not be a kind of presence too? 


4). Musing on the notion of how human beings think | offer up some ideas. Here we 
need to think about how we think (the process) and not just what we think (the 


content): 


It is the Fact that there is no rule for “reading correctly” that makes reading 
possible. 

It is the Fact that God is impossible that makes God possible. 

It is the Fact that God is not knowable that makes God knowable. 

It is God’s non-existence which constitutes God's existence. 


God's absence is God's presence. 
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5). God, by definition, cannot be “real” by analogy to any definition of that term we 
would regularly have in our current, materialist Frame of mind (the “spirit of the 


age”). But what might be the sense of a hyper-real God? Or the possibility? 


6). Silence is nothing, silence is absence, but silence exists. And silence has 
meaning, silence can be interpreted; silence is hermeneutic. How would one 
understand silence or God by analogy to silence? (In 1 Kings 19 God is imagined as 
a “still, small voice”.) Perhaps one doesn’t understand or come to knowledge of 
such things. Perhaps it is a matter of experiencing them. Perhaps one is as 


someone being-in-its-midst? 


7). In discussing Heidegger and Derrida in his book Hermeneutics, John D. Caputo 
raises the interesting concept of “hauntology” as an alternative to ontology, the 
study of being. Without delving too deeply either into the thought of that book or 
the two philosophical titans it discusses, hauntology, as | want to appropriate it 
here, thinks of God as a spectre, as rhetoric, as a splinter in the mind, a ghost in the 
machine, as possibility, opportunity or aporia. Its not there yet it is there, 
confounding of forms of thought and the language in which they must be couched. 
Here we are not talking about ontology, the study of what is, but of hauntology, an 
appeal to something other, an experience of an unconditional beyond, that which 
we talk of as “is”. God, in the light of hauntology, is not a predicate but an 
insubstantial but of no less substance (yet as substance with a completely 


recreated and recontextualised meaning) because of that For a ghost is there...but 


you can’t grasp it! Substance but insubstantial. Absent yet “present”. 
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8). So God is not an “is”, a linguistic formulation which is itself predicating what 
cannot be predicated. We need to disentangle God From the notion of predication. 
(We actually need to question predication, and how it works, tout court, but that’s 
another story.) God becomes (not a bad description in itself!) possibility or the 
space between “exist” and “doesn’t exist”. Our language is not really up to the task 
of describing this and we can only be apophatic, we can only affirm what is 
inappropriate and inadequate. God is not a being, we say, God does not have 
presence, but we are then left with little else to say which brings us back to that 
which, as Wittgenstein said, we must pass over in silence. Can we say, then, that 
God is not a being that has existence but, rather, the possibility For existence? Does 
God fit between atheism and theism, two sides of a modern binary whose form of 
thought is actually inadequate to the subject which they imagine they address? Is 
God an experience rather than something about which a knowledge or an 
epistemology could be formed? Here both atheists and theists are challenged as to 


the adequacy of their discourse. 


9). | think about this and imagine God as the Impossible, the experience of the 
Impossible. An Impossible Endless. The possibility of impossibility. The impossible 
has been becoming possible for the entirety of our existence and this is nothing 
new. Even as we pretend that we are the measure of all things there is always, 
hidden, unprobed, the knowledge that, actually, we are not. | think of God as a 
hermeneutic experience of the Impossible Endless, an unconditionality that is 
other, beyond, glimpsed yet never captured, barely imagined yet sensed 
intuitively. An instinct. Would this be the God that doesn’t exist, that never 


existed... but where that never mattered in the first place? Would this be the God 
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that confounds and subverts our thinking entirely, that mutes our language and is 


beyond expression? 


At this point you might be thinking that this is all very well but | haven’t actually 
said much; there’s precious little predication going on. And you'd be right because 
there is precious little predication going on. This, in Fact, is part of my point; 
predication, when it comes to God-talk, is inadequate and inappropriate to the 
task. Saying what God “is” or isn’t is a sure Fire way to speak above your pay grade, 
as it were, or, better, to talk out of turn. This is why when, in the past, Folks like 
Christopher Hitchens or Richard Dawkins or Sam Harris or Daniel Dennett have 
dismissed God with an uninterested wave of their scientific hands | wondered what 
it was that they thought they were dismissing. Notions of a God who is a person? 
Good, | am too. But did they think they were dismissing any and every notion of 
any possible configuration or conception of what we might call “the divine”? | 
wonder. And, if they were, can they do that without going into details about the 
things that they don’t think exist? Yet, of course, even this is to not go Far enough 
because right here in this essay | have boldly claimed that God does not exist... but 
that God-talk is not thereby exhausted because of it. A subject that is not a subject 
at all and refuses the objectivity of being an object or the notion of being a being 
or a person or a thing is not so easy to talk about or to dismiss. | rather think that 
these scientific despisers of divinity are locked into a discourse that delineates that 
which they do not believe in as much as it does that which they do. | question how 
much thinking they have done to think outside of this discourse though or to think 


outside the box. 
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This is relevant because, as | see things, to imagine any kind of God at all is not to 
imagine something that could be in a box. Indeed, in that scenario we would be in 
the box and not God. | ask myself if characters in computer games get to decide 
what the creator of the game is like. You might respond that this is a stupid 
analogy because gaming characters are not alive and don’t have independent 
thought. | would retort that some very brilliant minds have speculated that we 
might be in a simulation now ourselves. It goes without saying that it is relatively 
simple to fool the human senses which are the only things informing us about our 
environment and our existential situation but if they're easily Fooled then where 
does this leave us? For me this problematizes the very idea of “epistemology”, the 
study of knowledge and how we know, to the extent that | wonder what actual use 
epistemology is. Only a person who thought that they could actively, objectively, 
Foundationally know things could even begin to predicate. | am, due to experience, 
not such a person. It seems to me much more the case that we take things for true 
because experience seems to verify these things than that we inherently describe 
the nature of anything. Our knowledge, a badge we give to things we think we 
know, is practical rather than essential, experiential rather than foundational and 
relational rather than inherent. Its a “what works” rather than a “what is”. When | 
apply this to God and | see how so much of what we call knowing is very much 
more like “using based on experience” then | ask how we might ever claim to 


“know” anything about God in the First place. 


In Fact for me God becomes words. “Impossible” and “Endless” are the two primary 


words that come to mind. Hence this essay is about “Endless Impossible”, more 


regularly and popularly known in public as “God”. This god is not an old Fella who 
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either loves or judges according to mood or taste. He didn’t create the universe 
like you might bake a cake, doesn’t speak, write, think or act in humanistic ways 
like you or | might do and neither is “he” a he or a she. This God, if there is to be 
one, slips through the cracks of our ability to describe and is alien to our customary 
and traditional forms of thought which issue in human language. Neither theology 
not atheology talks about this god and theism and atheism are equally inadequate 
responses to the idea of such a god. Agnosticism and Gnosticism also don’t apply 
since this god would not be about knowledge as if God were a thing you could 
know something (like facts) about. Such a God would instead be about an 
experience, a being-in-the-midstness. So what | am saying when | say these things 
is that, as of First importance, our language is not created to talk about God. Our 
language talks of subjects and objects, of hes and shes, but none of this works For 
God. It only makes objective and earthbound that which, by very definition, cannot 
be. This makes talk about God strange and other For it means we have to Find new 
and other ways to pretend to even approach expressing something beyond any 
culture or language. Both culture and language talk about things by possessing 
and domesticating them but this doesn’t work with God for God must remain 
strange and other, perhaps sometimes instinctively close but never graspable... 


like a ghost! With God there is hauntology not ontology. 


So what | have been saying in this essay is that we can talk about God - sort of. But 
it doesn’t make much sense to talk about God as a person even if, for the majority 
of our existence on earth, gods have been thought of as persons. Yet its clear to 
see why we have done that because we think of things by analogy to ourselves. We 


need to go beyond this, however, if we want to take the idea of God more 
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seriously. But, doing this, we find ourselves in a different place, beyond beings 
with intentions and desires. It is not clear that we can really say anything positive 
about God at all for how can any human being talk about that of which they have 
no experience and so no cultural or linguistic means to express? We fall back on 
that which we know and can use to express it. That’s what various holy scriptures 
do when they talk about gods. These scriptures are at best metaphorical and at 
worst utterly inadequate to describe the things they imagine - but they still try 
anyway. The more precise they are, the more inappropriate they become. Symbol, 
myth and metaphor are used because, in saying too much, we simply expose that 


this is about something beyond our ability to both comprehend and express. 


This leaves me with an Endless Impossible of a god. God, of course, can never 
Formally be ruled out because who are we to say what is or isn’t? Yet if we are 
going to think about such things we have to do so with authenticity and honesty. 
To me it makes more sense to speak of experience rather than knowledge of God 
and to not try and subsume God under scientific, modernistic or mechanistic 
notions of the world. We cannot bolt God on to human worldviews as something 
extra that makes it all work. God is an unconditional, an other, a beyond, a No- 
Thing, that to which our language struggles to apply to or make sense of. Its very 
structure gets God wrong for it is humanistic and God would not be. When it comes 
to God, less is more. That’s what we need to think about, that’s how we discuss an 
Endless Impossible that exists in the spaces in between our thinking, language and 


experience. 
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U: NIETZSCHE'S PRINCIPLES OF A NEW EVALUATION: REVALUING ALL VALUES 


This section of my project returns to the phenomenon that was Friedrich 
Nietzsche. In the earlier section of this book that dealt with his thinking | covered 
several quotes which question the notion of morality, certainly in the external 
world, at all. The question "Does morality even exist?” was seen to be a valid 
question in the light of the thoughts that Nietzsche was thinking. In this section | 
want to focus more on Nietzsche’s later thinking (in the earlier section there was 
an emphasis in the main on the earlier books Human, All Too Human and Daybreak) 
in which he has come to the conclusion that the main issue is one of VALUES. 
Nietzsche, indeed, concludes that human thinking is often nothing other than self- 
deceptive and what is needed is a REVALUATION OF ALL VALUES. This, it seems 
possible From a reconstruction of his last days before his Fall into insensibility, was 
to be the possible title of a Future book or maybe of a larger project encompassing 
books he actually did write such as Twilight of the Idols as well as future others. At 
any rate, in his Nachlass, the notes from his notebooks that his sister and other of 
her helpers (if we may not be more correct to regard these as incompetent 
meddlers) put out after his death titled The Will to Power, another possible Future 


book title, we find a collection of notes which deal with such a revaluation. 


In this section of the book | will therefore concentrate on the notes from part one 
of book 3 of Walter Kaufmann’s critical edition of The Will to Power which is titled 
“Principles of a New Evaluation”. In it, Nietzsche discusses any number of 
connected subjects that deal with his theory of the human being known as “the will 


to power” which | will selectively quote and comment upon with a view to 
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attenuating my discussion here in the direction of MEANING and VALUE as key 
animators of the human being, things that lie behind, and so before, any notion of 
“morality” at all. In this, | do neither confuse morality with moral concepts nor 
moral feelings, neither of which are, in any case, sufficient in themselves to 
account for morality more fully understood. Fundamentally, Nietzsche believes 
that HOW we think affects WHAT we think. Should he conclude that how we think 
is not what we think it is then there are major consequences for morality as we 


shall see. 


We get an inkling of this in the First note of book 3 of The Will to Power (note 466) 


where Nietzsche writes: 


It is not the victory of science that distinguishes our nineteenth century, but the 


victory of scientific method over science. 


Here “method”, the ‘how’ of thinking, has come to assume a dominant position as 
Nietzsche thinks about thinking. Indeed, as Nietzsche parses this such ‘thinking 
about thinking’ has come to dominate the conversation in general “as virtually 
philosophy itself’, as he notes of Auguste Comte in note 467. But in note 469 he 
writes the Following suggestive thought in a note which geneaologises how we 


have come to our current “methodical” position: 


At bottom, it has been an aesthetic taste that has hindered mankind most: it believed 


in the picturesque effect of truth, it demanded of the man of Knowledge that he 


should produce a powerful effect on the imagination. 
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As | read this section of the note it leads me to think of ‘the truth’ as ‘the beautiful’ 
and an aesthetic desire, if not a predilection, in human beings For that which is true 
to also be aesthetically pleasing. This obviously is of moral consequence in that 
what is true about morality, should we think it is to be the true, which seems a 
common enough observation, must then also be pleasing in this aesthetic sense. 
Yet one must then of course ask why the moral must be beautiful, either in ana 
priori sense or even at all. Here we should then note that Nietzsche says this 
“aesthetic sense” has “hindered” us and, in the light of the question | just raised, 
we can see why. The notion that ‘truth should be picturesque’ is a prejudice and 
one by which we deceive ourselves. IF the moral is then also the true, and if the 
true must be the beautiful, our desire for beauty gives us Faulty apparatus with 
which to divine either truth or morality. We are left only with what we call 
beautiful which may, in Fact, easily be neither true nor moral except by our own 
standards of beauty. In short, this aesthetic sense leads us astray and a startling or 
beautiful image which has a powerful effect on the imagination is a very poor star 


to steer by. 
But then what stars are there to steer by? It may be observed that in very many 
humans there has been a will to system, something Nietzsche will disdain in his 


published works, for example in Twilight of the Idols where he states: 


/ distrust all systematizers and stay out of their way. The will to a system is a lack of 


integrity. 
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Meanwhile, in a very interesting collection of thoughts under the heading “The 


Epistemological Starting Point” Nietzsche begins with the Following thought: 


Profound aversion to reposing once and for all in any one total view of the world. 
Fascination of the opposing point of view: refusal to be deprived of the stimulus of the 


enigmatic. 


Here Nietzsche seems to refuse the notion of deciding that the world is one way, 
something we inevitably build out into a system, and then acting is if that problem 
is done with, solved, brought to its Final conclusion. Instead, he Finds it better For 
thinking, better as an epistemological starting point, if we refuse to do this and, 
instead, keep ourselves open to the stimulus of opposing or enigmatic thoughts. 


Therefore, it is entirely understandable that he goes on to say in note 471 that: 


The presupposition that things are, at bottom, ordered so morally that human reason 


must be justified— is an ingenuous presupposition and a piece of naivete 


He diagnoses this as an aftereffect of belief in God as truth’s guarantor. But 
Nietzsche is also very much a thinker about the human being, about what human 
being consists in, what it involves, how people are people. This was a concern of 
Enlightenment thinkers before Nietzsche but he comes to very different 
conclusions to many of them and to the mainstream direction of travel which they 
participated in and maintained. Nietzsche problematizes such thinking and often 
Flatly denies that we can know what it says we know. Nietzsche, in fact, is not 


afraid to say the ultimate heresy to the Enlightenment thinker obsessed with 
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amassing knowledge: he is not afraid to say that we don’t, even can’t, know. Note 


472 is such an example: 


Contradiction of the alleged “facts of consciousness.” Observation is a thousand times 


more difficult, error perhaps a condition of observation in general. 


The latter part of that thought is one Nietzsche repeats elsewhere - and will again 
throughout these “principles of a new evaluation”. It is a pregnant thought, the 
notion that human thinking might be based in error. It leads to the notion that our 
thinking is merely utilitarian and pragmatic, a tool for our own prosperity and 
survival, a divining of ways, means and rules which, For all we know, never once 
attain to anything called “truth” but which are simply sufficiently useful that the 
vagaries of the world do not make them useless to us. Perhaps, in this light, our 
thinking slips between the cracks of what is true, never once coming into contact 
with it, but is not sufficiently untrue that it causes us so many problems that it 
ceases to work. That we can maintain certain thoughts in the Face of the world is, 
after all, surely a demonstration of their simple utility in any case? Yet this is to say 
that our truth is ours, is always ours and that that is much of what we can usefully 
know about it. That we can negotiate the world with it, however, says neither that 
it is true nor that it is moral. It says only that, from a certain point of view, it works 
where “to work” means to aid us in achieving the things we set out to achieve 
which is to increase our power. But what Nietzsche makes clear in the earlier doubt 
he expresses in the First part of note 472 is that observing how we arrive at our 
thought is a thousand times more difficult than it has been imagined. And that it 


has, in Fact, been imagined! 
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However, here at this “epistemological starting point” there are even more 
problems. For example, can the intellect criticise itself - by means of the very 


intellect which it aims to criticise itself with? Nietzsche thinks not: 


The intellect cannot criticize itself, simply because it cannot be compared with other 
species of intellect and because its capacity to know would be revealed only in the 
presence of "true reality,” i.e., because in order to criticize the intellect we should 
have to be a higher being with “absolute knowledge.” This presupposes that, distinct 
from every perspective kind of outlook or sensual-spiritual appropriation, something 
exists, an “in-itself.”— But the psychological derivation of the belief in things forbids 


us to speak of “things-in-themselves.” 


Then there is the issue of “Facts of consciousness” which others have claimed to 


attain. Nietzsche problematizes this as well: 


Critique of modern philosophy: erroneous starting point, as if there existed “facts of 


consciousness’”— and no phenomenalism in introspection. 


Nietzsche, in fact, seems to be coming to the point where an external ‘world of 


appearance’ is mirrored by an internal ‘world of appearance’ as well: 


“Consciousness”"— to what extent the idea of an idea, the idea of will, the idea of a 


feeling (known to ourselves alone) are totally superficial! Our inner world, too, 


“appearance”! 
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The point here is that to take things as they appear is not to suddenly cement that 
appearance as a more concrete reality, an indivisible and/or unalterable structure 
or super-structure. We should not give in to the inauthentic will to system. In any 
case, as already noted, who is to say that what we see is not error or, at least, is 
ever in touch with ‘the truth’? How do we climb outside of our intellect to check 
that how we see and what we see is right? Does such a notion even, in Fact, make 
any sense? What we have is appearance but what right do we have to make more 
than practicality and utility out of any of it? That we think, have ideas, have 
Feelings, conjure up the notion of will, these are just appearances. We have no 


right to self-deceive ourselves into making more of them. 


This is a point that Nietzsche warms to and | make no apology for quoting him here 
at length. In Fact, in short order in note 477 Nietzsche dissolves both the deed of 


thinking and the doer of the deed, the thinker themselves: 


| maintain the phenomenality of the inner world, too: everything of which we become 
conscious is arranged, simplified, schematized, interpreted through and through—the 
actual process of inner “perception,” the causal connection between thoughts, 
feelings, desires, between subject and object, are absolutely hidden from us— and are 
perhaps purely imaginary. The “apparent inner world” is governed by just the same 
forms and procedures as the “outer” world. We never encounter “facts” : pleasure and 
displeasure are subsequent and derivative intellectual phenomena—“Causality” 
eludes us; to suppose a direct causal link between thoughts, as logic does— that is the 
consequence of the crudest and clumsiest observation. Between two thoughts all 


kinds of affects play their game: but their motions are too fast, therefore we fail to 
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recognize them, we deny them— “Thinking,” as epistemologists conceive it, simply 
does not occur: it is a quite arbitrary fiction, arrived at by selecting one element from 
the process and eliminating all the rest, an artificial arrangement for the purpose of 
intelligibility— The “spirit,” something that thinks: where possible even “absolute, 
pure spirit’”—this conception is a second derivative of that false introspection which 
believes in “thinking” : first an act is imagined which simply does not occur, “thinking,” 
and secondly a subject-substratum in which every act of thinking, and nothing else, 


has its origin: that is to say, both the deed and the doer are fictions. 


Here Nietzsche sets up the thinker and thinking as just two more pragmatic 
Fictions of human thought, fictions which, as many such fictions do, gloss over the 
detail, Fail to account for all the phenomena and consequently falsify as a 
minimum, at least by the error of omission. And he has said this before in 
Daybreak. That the subsequent ideas cannot then be said to be in contact with the 
truth seems to be a given. That things do not occur as such thoughts suggest, 
likewise. An act is imagined that does not occur and then an actor, a subject, is 
imagined that does it. All this is quite ingenious and has certainly proved useful. 
But does it matter that it is quite obviously not true? Nietzsche continues along 


these lines in the Following note 478: 


... We have believed in the will as cause to such an extent that we have from our 
personal experience introduced a cause into events in general (i.e., intention a cause 
of events— ). We believe that thoughts as they succeed one another in our minds 
stand in some kind of causal relation: the logician especially, who actually speaks of 


nothing but instances which never occur in reality, has grown accustomed to the 
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prejudice that thoughts cause thoughts— . We believe— and even our philosophers 
still believe— that pleasure and pain are causes of reactions, that the purpose of 
pleasure and pain is to occasion reactions. For millennia, pleasure and the avoidance 
of displeasure have been flatly asserted as the motives for every action. Upon 
reflection, however, we should concede that everything would have taken the same 
course, according to exactly the same sequence of causes and effects, if these states 
“pleasure and displeasure” had been absent, and that one is simply deceiving oneself 
if one thinks they cause anything at all: they are epiphenomena with a quite different 
object than to evoke reactions; they are themselves effects within the instituted 
process of reaction. In summa: everything of which we become conscious is a terminal 
phenomenon, an end— and causes nothing; every successive phenomenon in 
consciousness is completely atomistic— And we have sought to understand the world 
through the reverse conception— as if nothing were real and effective but thinking, 


feeling, willing!— 


The essential self-deception here, which in the way of all self-deceptions becomes 
a general deception, is that our experience of thinking, Feeling and willing imputes 
causes, intentions and motives into things. We Feel, and so come to think, that we 
think, feel and will. This gives rise to the notions of intention and motive, things we 
then generalise into events, thoughts and processes. Nietzsche, at the beginning 
of thinking about knowledge and how, or even if, we attain it, wants to ask if we 
are not simply misleading ourselves in all this, inventing narratives and connections 
which are fictions. That something comes after something else does not, in Fact, 
mean that the first caused the second, much less that its intention was to cause 


the second. Why, in a series of two or more events, must that which comes before 
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have that which comes after it as a motive or intention at all? Again, that 
appearance can be so construed is itself no argument for we must always 
remember that it is not the world’s task to either validate or deny our thoughts - of 
which it remains completely innocent. Their practicality or utility For us are, 
likewise, not its concern. What is more, merely logical connection says nothing of 
actuality which, For all we know, may be something about which we will be forever 
blind. And so we start from the appearances of our inner world, thinking, Feeling, 
willing, and extrapolate From there. This, thinks Nietzsche, is actually a “reverse 


conception” and he continues thinking about this inversion in note 479: 


The phenomenalism of the “inner world" Chronological inversion so that the cause 
enters consciousness later than the effect.— We have learned that pain is projected 
to a part of the body without being situated there— we have learned that sense 
impressions naively supposed to be conditioned by the outer world are, on the 
contrary, conditioned by the inner world; that we are always unconscious of the real 
activity of the outer world— The fragment of outer world of which we are conscious 
is born after an effect from outside has impressed itself upon us, and is subsequently 


projected as its “cause’— 


In the phenomenalism of the “inner world” we invert the chronological order of cause 
and effect. The fundamental fact of “inner experience” is that the cause is imagined 
after the effect has taken place— The same applies to the succession of thoughts: — 
we seek the reason for a thought before we are conscious of it; and the reason enters 
consciousness first, and then its consequence— Our entire dream life is the 


interpretation of complex feelings with a view to possible causes— and in such way 
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that we are conscious of a condition only when the supposed causal chain associated 


with it has entered consciousness. 


The whole of “inner experience” rests upon the fact that a cause for an excitement of 
the nerve centers is sought and imagined—and that only a cause thus discovered 
enters consciousness: this cause in no way corresponds to the real cause— it is a 
groping on the basis of previous “inner experiences, ” i.e., of memory. But memory also 
maintains the habit of the old interpretations, i.e., of erroneous causality— so that 
the “inner experience” has to contain within it the consequences of all previous false 
causal fictions. Our “outer world” as we project it every moment is indissolubly tied to 
the old error of the ground: we interpret it by means of the schematism of “things,” 


etc. 


“Inner experience” enters our consciousness only after it has found a language the 
individual understands— i.e., a translation of a condition into conditions familiar to 
him— ; “to understand” means merely: to be able to express something new in the 
language of something: old and familiar. E.g., “I feel unwell’— such a judgment 
presupposes a great and late neutrality of the observer— ; the simple man always 
says: this or that makes me feel unwell —he makes up his mind about his feeling 
unwell only when he has seen a reason for feeling unwell.— | call that a lack of 
philology; to be able to read off a text as a text without interposing an interpretation 


is the last-developed form of “inner experience’— perhaps one that is hardly possible 


Here Nietzsche has suggested that we read off events according to a scheme with 


which we are already familiar. Indeed, is he not saying that its Familiarity is its 
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truth? Noticing effects, we search for and inevitably find causes but this thinking is 
led by the nose by the effects For which we think causes are in need to be posited. 
The shape of OUR thinking decides how events will be arranged and in this the 
events have no say. That error may creep into this process or, as Nietzsche 
suggests, that error may even be a part of its operation, is easily imaginable as is 
the operation of that old deception that Nietzsche calls “the old error of ground”. 
As Nietzsche has said From his first note in the “principles of a new evaluation”, 
HOW we think affects WHAT we think. How we CONSTRUCT affects what we 


CONSTRUCT. 


The final note of these addressing the “epistemological starting point” needs to be 


split up. First, we have some positive affirmations: 


There exists neither “spirit,” nor reason, nor thinking, nor consciousness, nor soul, nor 
will, nor truth: all are fictions that are of no use. There is no question of “subject and 
object,” but of a particular species of animal that can prosper only through a certain 
relative rightness; above all, regularity of its perceptions (so that it can accumulate 


experience)— 


By “spirit” Nietzsche means mind, what in German is and was called “Geist” and was 
used as such by Hegel. But, in any case, it doesn’t matter for it is one of the things 
pronounced by Nietzsche as not to exist. It is merely one of our pre-eminent 
epistemological Fictions. We may doubt that these are “of no use” - since many 
seem to have used, and still use, them - but we may also grant that Nietzsche most 


likely means in the sense of going forward - for this is written as part of the 
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principles of a new evaluation. We may say, then, that here Nietzsche recounts 
errors that must be superceded and amongst these errors are mind, reason, 
thinking and truth. Yet he also Focuses here on that which | have already been 
extrapolating From his thought, i.e., the utility and pragmatism of human thinking 
in its manner of operation. This Nietzsche denominates “a certain relative 
rightness” that is “above all, regularity of its perceptions”. | take this phraseology 
to mean that | am on the right track, at least as far as the Nietzschean thinking is 
concerned. Yet there is still the question, From the epistemological starting point, 
of what the knowledge is that epistemologists may be finding. Before we get to 
that, though, we must ask what knowledge is for. Here we turn to the rest of note 


480: 


Knowledge works as a tool of power. Hence it is plain that it increases with every 


increase of power— 


This is a straightforward Nietzschean answer but it must be set in its 
anthropological and biological sense and context. For Nietzsche is not here saying 
that power, or more of it, is good. He is giving an anthropological and biological 
account of the existence and use of knowledge. The question is “How, for human 
beings, does knowledge work?” The answer is “As a tool of power.” Nietzsche 
explains this for himself in the remainder of this final note that is his 


epistemological starting point: 


The meaning of “knowledge” : here, as in the case of “good” or “beautiful,” the 


concept is to be regarded in a strict and narrow anthropocentric and biological sense. 
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In order for a particular species to maintain itself and increase its power, its 
conception of reality must comprehend enough of the calculable and constant for it 
to base a scheme of behavior on it. The utility of preservation —not some abstract- 
theoretical need not to be deceived— stands as the motive behind the development 
of the organs of knowledge — they develop in such a way that their observations 
suffice for our preservation. In other words: the measure of the desire for knowledge 
depends upon the measure to which the will to power grows in a species: a species 
grasps a certain amount of reality in order to become master of it, in order to press it 


into service. 


Here the utilitarian and pragmatic credentials of knowledge within the 
Nietzschean thinking are finally and Fully stated. They are “anthropocentric and 
biological” in their sense which is about an increase of power. Those organs of ours 
which contribute to this enterprise develop for these means and not out of any 
purely abstract need to be right, which we are ill-equipped to judge, or to avoid 
error, which we would have to know the truth to be able to adjudicate in the First 
place. In short, if we survive in our thinking that is all the success our “knowledge” 
needs. Therefore, abstract commendations such as “knowledge” or “truth” are 
exactly that but not in the least bit relevant to the means of operation of our 
knowledge-acquiring Faculties which do not have abstract knowledge as a purpose, 
motive or intention since it is most unlikely they possess such attributes at all. We 
seek only to master our surroundings and as much regularity and “relative 


rightness” as we can build into this is all the pragmatic human being needs. 
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But what are the consequences of such an epistemological starting point for 
morality? Such a starting point does not establish that morality exists neither that 
we could identify it if it did nor that we would have any abstract interest in doing 
so. But this is not to suggest we might not have an interest in doing so if we 
decided that morality served a pragmatic or utilitarian purpose or, in some way, 
that it helped us to gain success within our surroundings or have some mastery 
over them. Yet, in general terms, the outlook here is as bleak for morality as it was 
for knowledge or truth or reason or “spirit” in Nietzsche's Final note of this section, 
for morality, like all these others, seems nothing more than a fiction, which is to 
say, an element of our own creative thinking for our own pragmatic purposes. 
There is no reason why, on Nietzsche's thinking, morality would be any more 
perspicuous to us as the beings we are than truth would be and there is no more 
reason why a reason revealed as a Fiction-making apparatus would be any more use 


in identifying it. 


All this brings us to the third section of the principles of a new evaluation which 
Nietzsche titles “Belief in the ‘Ego.’ The Subject.” In this section Nietzsche posits 
that it is our experience of ‘the subject’, and its transmutation into “the soul”, that 
leads us into many other postulations such as that of “truth” or “substance”. Yet he 
begins this section, in note 481, by offering a basic thesis which dissolves a number 


of things already posited, substituting them with his own ‘organismic’ postulate: 


Against positivism, which halts at phenomena—“There are only facts"— | would say: 


No, facts is precisely what there is not, only interpretations. We cannot establish any 


fact “in itself’: perhaps it is folly to want to do such a thing. 


423 


“Everything is subjective,” you say; but even this is interpretation. The “subject” is not 
something given, it is something added and invented and projected behind what there 
is.— Finally, is it necessary to posit an interpreter behind the interpretation? Even this 


is invention, hypothesis. 


In so far as the word “knowledge” has any meaning, the world is knowable; but it is 
interpretable otherwise, it has no meaning behind it, but countless meanings.— 


“Perspectivism.” 


It is our needs that interpret the world; our drives and their For and Against. Every 
drive is a kind of lust to rule; each one has its perspective that it would like to compel 


all the other drives to accept as a norm. 


In reproducing this note | have emphasised its four-part structure for each part is 
important in itself but also as part of the whole. This is also a very dense note, full 
of insights, and so it helps to separate them out. Initially, Nietzsche argues here 
that an experience of phenomena is not proof of a substance’s existence: 
experiencing phenomena is not proof of things as their causes. For example, if | 
stub my toe against a door my experience of this is not proof of a door for me to 
stub my toe against - as positivism would have us believe. Instead, says Nietzsche, 
it is a demonstration only of the interpretation “I have just stubbed my toe against 
a door”. This is to say that Nietzsche argues that interpretations are only proof of 
interpretations, not of external facts. There are, in his words, “only 
interpretations”. It is statements like this which lead the academic Nietzsche 


specialist, Babette Babich, to speak of “the ubiquity of interpretation” in 
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connection with Nietzsche. So it is simply not good enough, for Nietzsche, to say 
that if | interpret something as such then this is enough to establish as a Fact all the 
things necessary for my interpretation to be facts in their own right. Interpreting a 
door does not establish the Fact of a door’s existence but only that a door has been 


interpreted. 


“But what about the subject in that case?” you might be thinking. Does this not 
make everything subjective, a new way to understand what is going on? Nietzsche 
will not allow this either, for as we already know, “the subject is something added 
and invented and projected”. This is our prejudice for putting doers behind deeds. 
And the same will apply when we try to spring an interpreter upon the 
interpretation which Nietzsche has allowed himself to admit to. This seems to 
leave Nietzsche in the absurd situation of saying nothing happened and there was 
no one there to observe it in the first place but hold on For Nietzsche will soon be 


substituting his own answer. 


First, however, he tackles “knowledge” and in what seems to me to be a quite 
enigmatic way. He states that “so far as the word ‘knowledge’ has any meaning” 
only then is the world knowable. This is an interesting way of putting it. Clearly 
‘knowledge’ is a word in use in human language. It is thus a concept which has 
some linguistic Force otherwise it would not exist. ‘Knowledge’, then, has some 
utility at the very least. But what is this meaning ‘knowledge’ has and so in what 
sense is the world knowable? Nietzsche is not here explicit - except to say that he 
goes on to argue that this knowledge is not a matter of any one meaning For it is a 


matter of “countless” meanings - which is something that thinkers like Jacques 
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Derrida would later exploit with their ideas about “undecidability” and our inability 
to Fix meaning in language. Of course, here it goes without saying that all our 
understanding is linguistic and so how language works, how we use it, how it 
shapes and limits our thinking, are all vital subjects to be aware of in the manner of 
their operation. Here one also thinks of Wittgenstein’s thoughts in the book, 
published after his death, On Certainty, in which Wittgenstein takes up G.E. 
Moore’s proposition “here is one hand” (which was intended to demonstrate an 
external world) and discusses it at some length in epistemological and linguistic 
context. That book begins with the proposition “IF you do know that ‘here is one 
hand’, then we’ll grant you all the rest.” The implication is that saying it does not 
mean that Moore “knows” it. Wittgenstein’s thinking is then complex and 
extremely nuanced in parsing our use of language as well as its meaning and sense 
in being used. For Nietzsche, however, the outcome of his “countless meanings” to 
knowledge is “Perspectivism”. Yet he has more to say on the shape, the 


morphology, of our knowledge in the Following notes. 


At the end of note 481 Nietzsche comes to his own postulation - for he is not 
content simply to leave us bereft of Facts, subjects, interpreters or knowledge. He 
says that our “needs” are what are interpreting the world, “their For and Against”. 
He here speaks once more of “drives”, as he had done at length in, for example, 
Daybreak, which | discussed in the earlier section of this book. He paints a picture 
of these drives as having “a lust to rule”, a Feeling for power we might say, being 
Nietzschean, and in this lust these drives attempt to compel to a point of view. This 
is a Fascinating idea For Nietzsche here manages to speak of the operation of 


human beings yet without admitting of a subject. This Nietzschean concept of the 
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human being is definitely not a “rational self” as some other Enlightenment, and 
Post-Enlightenment, philosophers might conceive of. Instead, | come to 
understand it as a concatenation of drives, instincts and Faculties (yet don’t press 
me too hard for a distinction between them) which act without purpose, motive or 
intention. They are simply Functional and carry out their tasks much as a dog might 
lick its balls but never knowing why. We might perhaps use the term ‘autonomic’ 
for this, if it may not be taken in too technical a sense, to express a Functional 
approach to the human being as opposed to a strictly rational one. Nietzsche is not 
arguing for a “rational human being” here but for a human being constituted of 
drives of which a drive to knowledge and understanding is but one Faculty. And 
none of these drives or faculties were created for their purpose, or to even have a 
purpose, as he will make clear in the next section which Focuses on the biology of 
the human being as an organism. So, what we have here is “a concatenation of 


interpreting drives”. 


Nietzsche turns to language in note 482, as he has done elsewhere, pointing out 
language’s pervasive influence on the shape of our thinking in its grammar, when 
he discusses “words”. These he thinks of as markers set up at the edges of our 
thinking, “the point at which our ignorance begins”. He offers examples such as “I” 
or “do” or “suffer” and we would do well to think about them and ask ourselves 


a ba 


after their meaning. and “do” are already words that Nietzsche has 
deconstructed in abundance in these principles of a new evaluation so far; the 
former has been dissolved even as much as has the second. With “suffer” we may 
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ask after its meaning if there is no longer any “I”, as in the Nietzschean philosophy 


and, indeed, biology, there is not, that can be the subject of suffering. We must 
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keep in mind from now on the Nietzschean “concatenation of interpreting drives” 
rather than the traditional and, from Nietzsche’s point of view, erroneous, rational 
self for we must remind ourselves that his thinking is twofold: first he seeks to 
problematize traditional understandings but, secondly, he also seeks to replace 


them. His project, after all, was a revaluation and not simply a problematization. 


In note 483 Nietzsche returns to the ideas of note 481 but extrapolates Further: 


Through thought the ego is posited; but hitherto one believed as ordinary people do, 
that in “I think” there was something of immediate certainty, and that this “I” was the 
given cause of thought, from which by analogy we understood all other causal 
relationships; However habitual and indispensable this fiction may have become by 
now— that in itself proves nothing against its imaginary origin: a belief can be a 
condition of life and nonetheless be false. 

This interacts with the Cartesian “Cogito ergo sum”, “I think therefore | am”, which 
Nietzsche formally denies, as he had already done in note 481, for, as we have 
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already said, Nietzsche regards the “I” as a prejudice rather than as demonstrated. 
“| think” is not a demonstration of either “I” or “thinking” For Nietzsche, for whom 
this is just interpretation. Nietzsche does not deny, however, that this may have 
become a bedrock idea for human beings trying to understand themselves and so 
everything else in their experience. It is just that necessity, which is really a 
hardened form of utility, is not a demonstration of truth and, as this will be a 


constant theme of the Nietzschean analysis going Forward, it is as well to get it 


understood right now: utility is only a demonstration of utility: it is not a 
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demonstration of truth. As Nietzsche puts it in this case, “a belief can be a 


condition of life and nonetheless be False.” 


We come directly to Descartes himself in the following note and Nietzsche 
summarises all of his thinking as “There is thinking: therefore there is something 
that thinks” which plays, once more, into the thought that we are misled by the 
grammar of language, an action requiring a subject to perform it. Nietzsche 
extrapolates from this that this grammatical prejudice leads to the idea of 
substance and so becomes so much as a “logical-metaphysical postulate”. 
Nietzsche suggests that what we have here is not certainty, however, but merely 
“the Fact of a very strong belief”. But is reality, or the reality of thought, touched 
upon here? Nietzsche muses that we have an “apparent reality” of thought as we 
tautologously use language to talk about thinking and thoughts which is actually 
to think about the same thing. One is not the entailing of the other as might be 
supposed. Yet, in sum, that we have an “apparent reality” is not what Descartes 
himself was aiming at. Instead, he was aiming at a “reality in itself’ which his 
thinking has not demonstrated. Here Descartes’ subject-first thinking is refuted by 


Nietzsche in note 485: 


The concept of substance is a consequence of the concept of the subject: not the 
reverse! If we relinquish the soul, “the subject,” the precondition for “substance” in 
general disappears... The subject: this is the term for our belief in a unity underlying 
all the different impulses of the highest feeling of reality: we understand this belief as 
the effect of one cause— we believe so firmly in our belief that for its sake we 
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imagine “truth,” “reality,” “substantiality” in general.— “The subject” is the fiction 
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that many similar states in us are the effect of one substratum: but it is we who first 
created the “similarity” of these states; our adjusting them and making them similar is 


the fact, not their similarity (— which ought rather to be denied—). 


So in positing “the subject” we then go on to posit many other things on the basis 
of it - in error. This is one more fiction, a term which is now ubiquitous in the 
thinking of Nietzsche. Our “concatenation of interpreting drives” is also a 
concatenation of Fictionalising drives. On the basis of our fictions we then go on to 


fabricate more, all the while interpreting utility as truth which it is not. Here: 


One would have to know what being is, in order to decide whether this or that is real 
(e.g., “the facts of consciousness” ) ; in the same way, what certainty is, what 
knowledge is, and the like.-— But since we do not know this, a critique of the faculty 
of knowledge is senseless: how should a tool be able to criticize itself when it can use 


only itself for the critique? It cannot even define itself! 


So Nietzsche once more returns to an inability and the inauthenticity of claims to 
be able to do things we cannot do. Unless we know what being is we cannot claim 
to talk about being, much less ascribe it to things. Unless we know what certainty 
or knowledge is we cannot claim to possess them. Engaging in trigonometry with 
the self as the starting point is empty and invalid. And so, in note 487, there comes 


this recapitulation of the Nietzschean thesis: 


Must all philosophy not ultimately bring to light the preconditions upon which the 


process of reason depends?— our belief in the “ego” as a substance, as the sole reality 
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from which we ascribe reality to things in general? The oldest “realism” at last comes 
to light: at the same time that the entire religious history of mankind is recognized as 
the history of the soul superstition. Here we come to a limit: our thinking itself 
involves this belief (with its distinction of substance, accident; deed, doer, etc ); to let 
it go means: being no longer able to think. But that a belief, however necessary it may 
be for the preservation of a species, has nothing to do with truth, one knows from the 
fact that, e.g., we have to believe in time, space, and motion, without feeling 


compelled to grant them absolute reality. 


Nietzsche has now given a name to our prejudice for the subject and our 
extrapolation From it to many other things: “the soul superstition”. This may have 
become a necessary belief but it has nothing to do with truth on that basis. The 
necessary does not equal the true. But neither is it the case that a concatenation of 
interpreting drives equals “the subject” and in promoting this view Nietzsche 
wants to set course on a different path. IF there is no subject, of course, then there 


can be no will either - as Nietzsche makes plain in part of note 488: 


The logical-metaphysical postulates, the belief in substance, accident, attribute, etc, 
derive their convincing force from our habit of regarding all our deeds as 
consequences of our will—so that the ego, as substance, does not vanish in the 


multiplicity of change.— But there is no such thing as will — 


Life is subject to change but the self must not be subject to change for consistency 


of self is part of our thinking about the self. Indeed, consistency is one of our 


primary values, one of the things we seek in life to make it liveable by and for us as 
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we are (or as we conceive ourselves to be). IF we were not consistent subjects then 
how could we judge people negatively For their inconsistency? This applies entirely 
in the moral arena which is the subject of this part of my book. Here morality is 
consistency of action according to norms. It is the inconsistency of action which is 
regarded negatively and often punished. This comes straight from the notion of a 
consistent subject that resists change which is inconsistency. The subject, and so 
substance, are given consistency and so we might even say that such things have a 
basis in some moral valuation, a prejudice towards consistency but away from the 
world of change, or inconsistency, which is that of nature in its manner of 
operation. Nature seems to us to be amoral because it is a world of possibility 
which is not a world of strict consistency. Thus, we do not usually ascribe morality 
to the universe for it seems inappropriate to ascribe morality to that which 
evidences no rational consistency. For such purposes impulses or drives seem to 
offer an inadequate basis which is why rationality becomes so important to those 
of a moral persuasion. The problem for this from a Nietzschean perspective, to 


return to a Further section of note 488, is that: 


We have no categories at all that permit us to distinguish a “world in itself” from a 
“world of appearance.” All our categories of reason are of sensual origin: derived from 


the empirical world. 


This is to say, as Nietzsche soon will explicitly, that our understanding is based in 
biology, sense perception, physicality, and not in reason, pure logic or 
mathematical verities which just are pure, unmediated truth. When you say 


something is true, when you say you possess knowledge, you put all your Faith in 
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your senses, in your biology, and in the ways these have been developed and 
shaped by not only your existence but that of all others that led up to you. This, to 
reiterate the point, is not a matter of a rational, consistent self. It is, as Nietzsche 
notes in note 489, only “a semblance of unity”. The body is the “more tangible 


phenomenon”. 


Here it gets interesting. In note 490 Nietzsche talks about “The subject as 
multiplicity” and “a multiplicity of subjects, whose interaction and struggle is the 
basis of our thought and our consciousness in general” - at least as alternative 
ideas. We immediately think back to the concatenation of drives as a Further 
multiplicity. This concept of “interaction and struggle” is clearly an important one 
For Nietzsche, perhaps a seat of the creative drives he so lauds elsewhere and 
which are evident here in shaping a world in which we can live. Important to this 
notion is “The continual transitoriness and Fleetingness of the subject”. We shall 
have to keep our eye on this as we continue through Nietzsche's principles of a 
new evaluation - not least because “Belief in the body is more fundamental than 


belief in the soul” in Nietzschean thought. Indeed: 


The body and physiology the starting point: why?— We gain the correct idea of the 
nature of our subject-unity, namely as regents at the head of a communality (not as 
“souls” or “life forces”), also of the dependence of these regents upon the rule and of 
an order of rank and division of labor as the conditions that make possible the whole 
and its parts. In the same way, how living unities continually arise and die and how 
the “subject” is not eternal; in the same way, that the struggle expresses itself in 


obeying and commanding, and that a fluctuating assessment of the limits of power is 
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part of life. The relative ignorance in which the regent is kept concerning individual 
activities and even disturbances within the communality is among the conditions 
under which rule can be exercised. In short, we also gain a valuation of not-knowing, 
of seeing things on a broad scale, of simplification and falsification, of perspectivity. 
The most important thing, however, is: that we understand that the ruler and his 
subjects are of the same kind, all feeling, willing, thinking— and that, wherever we 
see or divine movement in a body, we learn to conclude that there is a subjective, 
invisible life appertaining to it. Movement is symbolism for the eye; it indicates that 


something has been felt, willed, thought. 


The ending of this note, note 492, Further elucidates why it is dangerous to 


question the subject about the subject: 


The danger of the direct questioning of the subject about the subject and of all self- 
reflection of the spirit lies in this, that it could be useful and important for one’s 
activity to interpret oneself falsely. That is why we question the body and reject the 
evidence of the sharpened senses: we try, if you like, to see whether the inferior parts 


themselves cannot enter into communication with us. 


In this section, then, Nietzsche has pronounced upon “the soul superstition” and 
found it a poor basis For positing Facts or truth or even the soul, the subject, itself. 
What we have established is “interpretations”, perhaps interpretations of things 
apparent, but not yet being or reality. Indeed, it may be that wanting these things 
is an error in itself. Can we even pronounce upon ourselves having the faculties to 


determine them? A desire is no measure of an ability. In the following, Fourth, 
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section of Nietzsche's new principles he turns to the biologistic, ‘organismic’ (my 
term) basis of our drive to knowledge. The basis in biology is a distinctive of 
Nietzschean thought, something which makes him part psychologist and part 
naturalist. It is an aspect of his thought which will argue that HOW we think is 
linked to WHAT we are and WHAT we require to experience that Feeling of power 
which comes from a feeling of mastery of an environment. This begins From the 


very First two notes of the Fourth section of his principles, notes 493 and 494: 


Truth is the kind of error without which a certain species of life could not live. The 


value for life is ultimately decisive. 


It is improbable that our “knowledge” should extend further than is strictly necessary 
for the preservation of life. Morphology shows us how the senses and the nerves, as 


well as the brain, develop in proportion to the difficulty of finding nourishment. 


Ask yourself, does a bear need truth? Does an ant need knowledge? How about a 
whale, a rat, an amoeba, a virus? These things don't need truth and don’t need 
knowledge, at least, not as we conceive of them for ourselves. And that is the 
point here: these things truth and knowledge have a morphology and it is shaped 
like us! They are what we need them to be. WE created them. We don’t know 
anymore than we need to know. There aren’t truths about things we don’t care 
about. These things Find their nourishment as we need them to be Found. They are 
based in the life of our organism and in the nutriment of it as an organism. So, the 
sense of the real we have often given these things is explained by Nietzsche in 


note 495 in a functional way: 
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the sense for the real is the means of acquiring the power to shape things according 
to our wish. The joy in shaping and reshaping— a primeval joy! We can comprehend 


only a world that we ourselves have made. 


The mistake, of course, is in thinking such “knowledge” is a matter of some 
invention we label “external reality” or “reality”, something it is not clear we need 
at all. The world is going to be for us what it can be for us anyway. We cannot hold 
beliefs it immediately disproves and so most of our beliefs about the world will 
simply have to carry the veracity of utility to even exist or last past their First 
Flourish. In this, it is not a case of “one thing is right and everything else is wrong” 


as some have conceived it. Nietzsche covers this in note 496: 


Of the multifariousness of knowledge. To trace one’s own relationship to many other 
things (or the relationship of kind)— how should that be “knowledge” of other things! 
The way of knowing and of knowledge is itself already part of the conditions of 
existence: so that the conclusion that there could be no other kind of intellect (for us) 
than that which preserves us is precipitate: this actual condition of existence is 
perhaps only accidental and perhaps in no way necessary. Our apparatus for acquiring 


knowledge is not designed for “knowledge.” 


What | find important here is the notion, again mentioned before, that our 
Faculties are not designed for their purposes as if they had purposes. They perhaps 
most likely do not have purposes at all. We do not know because a faculty was 
given us called “knowing” which had the purpose of making us beings with the 


ability to know. Instead, formed in primal ooze, the conditions of our existence and 
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our evolution have brought us to be beings who operate in certain ways and under 
certain understandings. This, according to Nietzsche, has included the 
development in us of an intellect “which preserves us”. This has nothing to do with 
knowledge in a pure or absolute sense or with truth necessarily at all. Indeed, such 
technical niceties are beyond us: we just want to survive and to build an 
understanding of our experience in a world we do not control in which we do 
survive. So it is Fair to say, following this understanding, that we have not been 
designed: instead, we have been shaped by our existence where “our” refers to a 
species of organism as much as us as individuals. We operate under “conditions of 
existence” which are most likely accidental and in no way necessary, let alone 
adequate to judge knowledge and truth in highly theoretical senses. Indeed, the 
consequence of this thinking is that we are beings formed almost entirely on the 
basis of pragmatic utility relative to our conditions of existence - yet without this 
proving anything beyond such utility (remembering that utility demonstrates only 
utility and nothing else). This seems to be the sense of the Further notes 497 and 


498: 


The most strongly believed a priori “truths” are for me—provisional assumptions, e.g., 
the law of causality, a very well acquired habit of belief, so much a part of us that not 
to believe in it would destroy the race. But are they for that reason truths? What a 


conclusion! As if the preservation of man were a proof of truth! 


To what extent even our intellect is a consequence of conditions of existence— : we 


would not have it if we did not need to have it, and we would not have it as it is if we 


did not need to have it as it is, if we could live otherwise. 
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Hereupon follow a number of Nietzschean speculations about the operations of 
the intellect or, perhaps, the mind. “Thinking”, appropriately put in quotation 
marks by Nietzsche, is thought about, “pre-organically” and metaphorically (for any 
image here is really only a metaphor) as like the Formation of crystals. Primarily 
here we fit the new into the old. This exhibits a certain “making equal” (with which 
readers of his On Truth and Lying in an Extra-Moral Sense will be familiar and which 
is a making equal of that which is not equal). Sense perceptions are here also 
implicated as those things which project and do not merely follow upon an 
“impression”. This is a Further aspect of the “equalizing and ordering Force” which 
is an assimilation. But, as Nietzsche asks, “Does the body command here?” “Making 


equal” seems essential to such procedures, however: 


All thought, judgment, perception, considered as comparison, has as its precondition a 
"positing of equality,” and earlier still a “making equal.” The process of making equal 


is the same as the process of incorporation of appropriated material in the amoeba. 


Memory, an important human faculty, is regarded as “a process of classification 


and pigeonholing” but memory is potentially dangerous for: 


here lies the chief temptation to assume a “soul,” which, outside time, reproduces, 
recognizes, etc. But that which is experienced lives on “in the memory” ; | cannot help 
it if it “comes back,” the will is inactive in this case, as in the coming of any thought. 
Something happens of which | become conscious: now something similar comes—who 


called it? roused it? 
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What seems more certain, however, is the following pronunciation on the whole 


“apparatus of knowledge”. Note 503: 


The entire apparatus of knowledge is an apparatus for abstraction and simplification 
— directed not at knowledge but at taking possession of things: “end” and “means” 
are as remote from its essential nature as are “concepts.” With “end” and “means” 


one takes possession of the process (one invents a process that can be grasped); with 


“concepts,” however, of the “things” that constitute the process. 


But it is with mention of “consciousness” that Nietzsche becomes most interesting 


in this “biological” section of his principles. He writes in note 505 that: 


Consciousness is present only to the extent that consciousness is useful. It cannot be 
doubted that all sense perceptions are permeated with value judgments (useful and 


harmful— consequently, pleasant or unpleasant). 


This is a comment pregnant with possibility if not abundant, at least here, in its 
unpacking. Again, we can see the Nietzschean idea that things develop no more or 
no Further than their utility dictates. Human beings exist in accordance with their 
conditions of existence by which they are Formed and shaped. Consciousness is no 
different in this is Nietzsche’s suggestion. So it is not that we would be conscious 
of “everything” nor that our perceptions would be perceptions of everything 
either. We perceive what, and as, we are conditioned to perceive. Yet here the 
“permeated with value judgments” exerts its influence and, again, we must remind 


ourselves that it is not envisaged that some consistent rational self is here 
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directing the mind in operations. | would like to use notes 506 and 507 to delve 


into this Further. 


Note 506 is once more exploratory thinking and enigma. It reads: 


First images—to explain how images arise in the spirit. Then words, applied to images. 
Finally concepts, possible only when there are words— the collecting together of 
many images in something nonvisible but audible (word). The tiny amount of emotion 
to which the “word” gives rise, as we contemplate similar images for which one word 
exists—this weak emotion is the common element, the basis of the concept. That 
weak sensations are regarded as alike, sensed as being the same, is the fundamental 
fact. Thus confusion of two sensations that are close neighbors, as we take note of 
these sensations; but who is taking note? Believing is the primal beginning even in 
every sense impression: a kind of affirmation the first intellectual activity! A “holding- 
true” in the beginning! Therefore it is to be explained: how “holding-true” arose! What 


sensation lies behind “true”? 


Here we get the chain images-words-concepts. But “weak sensations” or “weak 
emotions” are involved with this somewhere down the line. This is not a rational 
and non-emotional process. There is a sense in which activities are going on behind 
the back of rationality or a “subject” in all this, of processes in train which are self- 
Fulfilling Functions. Nothing - what? - is directing them. They seem very much like 
drives which exist only to seek nourishment, only to chase that which they require 
for their sustenance via their “For and Against”. Somehow, this comes together as 


“intellectual activity” but it is not clear we can know precisely how. “What 
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sensation,” asks Nietzsche, “lies behind ‘true’?” He seems to hint that it might be 
the actions “believing” or “holding true” that are the beginning of intellectual 
activity. These actions would, then, presumably be “conditions of our existence” 


but, of course, would say nothing about the truth of the beliefs or of truth itselF. 


But let us come back to those “value judgments” of note 505 for they seem quite 


basic, certainly prior to any “rationality” kicking in. Note 507 reads: 


The valuation “| believe that this and that is so” as the essence of "truth.” In 
valuations are expressed conditions of preservation and growth. All our organs of 
knowledge and our senses are developed only with regard to conditions of 
preservation and growth. Trust in reason and its categories, in dialectic, therefore 

the valuation of logic, proves only their usefulness for life, proved by experience— not 
that something is true. That a great deal of belief must be present; that judgments 
may be ventured; that doubt concerning all essential values is lacking—that is the 
precondition of every living thing and its life. Therefore, what is needed is that 
something must be held to be true— not that something is true, “The real and the 
apparent world’— | have traced this antithesis back to value relations. We have 
projected the conditions of our preservation as predicates of being in general. 
Because we have to be stable in our beliefs if we are to prosper, we have made the 


“real” world a world not of change and becoming, but one of being. 
Here “valuation” is prior to “knowledge” and, indeed, a condition for it. Reason, 
and the gifts it bestows, are only gifts in terms of “usefulness For life”, a life about 


Formation under the “conditions of existence” that Nietzsche has spoken about 
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before. “Truth” has nothing to do with this. The conditions of existence, could be 
untruth just as much as, in our moral context, they could be immorality or 
amorality. But what seems to be ongoing is that we must hold beliefs, we must 
make judgments and there must always be doubt, which is to say there must 
always be the tension of something at stake. “We have projected the conditions of 
our preservation as predicates of being in general” is one outcome of this as is that 
we imagine a consistent world rather than one of change because we require 
stability to exist. Hence, our prejudice for being over becoming, for stability over 
change. Yet the more important Finding, for me at least, is that we are dealing with 
“value relations”. We MUST value. Indeed, so much must we value that value is 


built into our sensing and perceiving in a pre-intellectual sense. 


By this route | come to the conclusion, perhaps Nietzschean and perhaps not, that 
value, and its cognate, meaning, are basic items in the human being as beings 
shaped by the conditions of their existence. The world becomes something subject 
to our values and meanings, evaluating and meaning-making are present and 
active in the concatenation of interpreting and Fictionalising drives, our means of 
self-preservation. One such value, says Nietzsche, is that For us something must be 
true and so “the true” comes to have meaning for us as a self-preservational value. 
We impute reality to this only because we value the consistent over the 
inconsistent yet we make fools of ourselves in a theoretical sense if we give this 
too much, or too technical, a sense, a sense in which the meaning of “reality” has 
been overdetermined and which the senses that are our only sources of 
information are inadequate to evaluate. Yet it remains the case, in my view, that 


value and meaning are basic to human beings as they have come to be. We MUST 
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evaluate and we MUST make meaning which are the dual aspects behind 
Nietzsche’s statement that “what is needed is that something must be held to be 
true— not that something is true”. IF we think of ourselves as simply Functioning 
organisms then evaluating and making meaning are interpretive descriptions of 
HOW we function: we are a concatenation of interpreting and Fictionalising drives 
which evaluate and make meaning of our surroundings for largely unconscious, 


self-preservational purposes. 


| now jump forward in The Will to Power to the end of the First of the Four sections 
which make the “principles of a new evaluation”. This first section of the principles, 
incidentally, has been concerning “The Will to Power as Knowledge” and | have, in 
my own thinking about morality, found it very important to concentrate on 
epistemology and metaphysics, which with morality these subjects have a lot to do 
- mostly by making the thinking traditionally associated with them seem absurd 
and untenable. It seems clear that Nietzsche was himself of the same mind For in 
his writing these subjects are often Found cheek by jowl and Nietzsche’s 
undermining of morality out of a claimed morality proceeds on the basis of 
revealing the morality of others to be but a castle in the air, not least in its 
epistemological and metaphysical implications. By zooming forward about a 
hundred notes to the end of this section of The Will to Power now | intend to work 
backwards through Nietzsche’s notes to meet ourselves again where we are now, 
with values and meanings as the basic substrate (again, used non-technically) of 
the intellectual human animal. This begins with note 616 in which Nietzsche 


reflects on his own thinking: 
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That the value of the world lies in our interpretation (— that other interpretations 
than merely human ones are perhaps somewhere possible— ) ; that previous 
interpretations have been perspective valuations by virtue of which we can survive in 
life, i.e, in the will to power, for the growth of power; that every elevation of man 
brings with it the overcoming of narrower interpretations; that every strengthening 
and increase of power opens up new perspectives and means believing in new 
horizons— this idea permeates my writings. The world with which we are concerned is 
false, i.e., is not a fact but a fable and approximation on the basis of a meager sum of 
observations; it is “in flux,” as something in a state of becoming, as a falsehood always 


changing but never getting near the truth: for— there is no “truth.” 


This note states where we are now with our Nietzschean thinking. We are in a 
world of fables, of fictions, of interpretation, of “perspective valuations” which 
Nietzsche Fundamentally links to “power”, its growth and our Feelings for and of it. 
But, as we now work back to where we were, a hint of the Nietzschean morality 


creeps in for he says: 


No limit to the ways in which the world can be interpreted; every interpretation a 
symptom of growth or of decline. Inertia needs unity (monism); plurality of 
interpretations a sign of strength. Not to desire to deprive the world of its disturbing 


and enigmatic character! 


This is a will to strength, to Feeling strong, to overcome. It is very ZARATHUSTRAN 


if one knows anything of that book which Nietzsche regarded as his greatest 


achievement. Nietzsche seems to feel that the desire to hold onto the enigmatic, 
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the plurality, the world of interpretations, is the NOBLER, BETTER thing. We must 
not want to fall back into being the inauthentic, systematizing creatures that lack 
integrity. This, if anything, is a moral, a value, a meaning. Here it is a concentrated 
and determined use of our senses that actually deconstructs the illusions we have 
created (and, in this, it seems a precursor to the Derridean kind of Deconstruction 
in that both are an over, or more detailed and refined, use of our Faculties which 


renders their less exuberant, coarse uses absurd). Note 602 explains this: 


This perspective world, this world for the eye, tongue, and ear, is very false, even if 
compared for a very much more subtle sense-apparatus. But its intelligibility, 
comprehensibility, practicability, and beauty begin to cease if we refine our senses; 
just as beauty ceases when we think about historical processes; the order of purpose 
is already an illusion. It suffices that the more superficially and coarsely it is 
conceived, the more valuable, definite, beautiful, and significant the world appears. 
The deeper one looks, the more our valuations disappear— meaninglessness 
approaches! We have created the world that possesses values! Knowing this, we 
know, too, that reverence for truth is already the consequence of an illusion— and 
that one should value more than truth the force that forms, simplifies, shapes, 
invents. “Everything is false! Everything is permitted!” Only with a certain obtuseness 
of vision, a will to simplicity, does the beautiful, the “valuable” appear: in itself, it is | 


know not what. 


It is not really possible to say what is going on, thinks Nietzsche, but what is more 


certain is that if we really use and Fine tune our Faculties then our thinking to date 


will be revealed as coarse and empty. The meanings with which we invested things 
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will begin to disappear. We created the world that contained values, and that 
contain these values - the consequence of not just “an” but likely several illusions. 
Once more we see that 1873's On Truth and Lying in An Extra-Moral Sense was a 
prophetic piece of writing by Nietzsche for he says nothing here that was not said 
or implied in that. It is the introduction of meaning, the giving of value, that lies at 
the bottom of all this and when we do this habitually we call it “interpretation”. 


Note 604 Fleshes out this thought: 


“Interpretation,” the introduction of meaning— not “explanation” (in most cases a 
new interpretation over an old interpretation that has become incomprehensible, that 
is now itself only a sign). There are no facts, everything is in flux, incomprehensible, 


elusive; what is relatively most enduring is— our opinions. 


Our intellect does not “explain” things. What it does is give them meaning, 
evaluate them, interpret them. Here we cannot speak of “facts” for our Faculties 
are not shaped or designed to perceive them. We do not build out the natural Flux 
of phenomena or events as they happen in themselves. We assimilate and 
appropriate through a grid of meaning and value, one that is ours and that is 
created for and by us. This value question is, thus, much more important, and prior 
to, any certainty question which matters of knowledge or epistemology might 
conjure. One must value knowing, and see meaning in being said to know, before 
one worries about if one actually knows at all. This evaluating and meaning is, in a 
sense, then, how we are if not who we are. In notes 588 and 590 Nietzsche puts 


this in his own words: 
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The question of values is more fundamental than the question of certainty: the latter 
becomes serious only by presupposing that the value question has already been 


answered. 


Our values are interpreted into things. Is there then any meaning in the in-itself?! Is 
meaning not necessarily relative meaning and perspective? All meaning is will to 


power (all relative meaning resolves itself into it). 


With this we are ready to read one of Nietzsche’s many great genealogical notes 
which gives an interpretation of the human being and the human situation. This is 


note 584: 


The aberration of philosophy is that, instead of seeing in logic and the categories of 
reason means toward the adjustment of the world for utilitarian ends (basically, 
toward an expedient falsification), one believed one possessed in them the criterion of 
truth and reality. The “criterion of truth” was in fact merely the biological utility of 
such a system of systematic falsification; and since a species of animals knows of 
nothing more important than its own preservation, one might indeed be permitted to 
speak here of “truth.” The naivete was to take an anthropocentric idiosyncrasy as the 
measure of things, as the rule for determining “real” and “unreal” : in short, to make 
absolute something conditioned. And behold, suddenly the world fell apart into a 
“true” world and an “apparent” world: and precisely the world that man’s reason had 
devised for him to live and settle in was discredited. Instead of employing the forms as 
a tool for making the world manageable and calculable, the madness of philosophers 


divined that in these categories is presented the concept of that world to which the 
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one in which man lives does not correspond— The means were misunderstood as 
measures of value, even as a condemnation of their real intention—The intention was 
to deceive oneself in a useful way; the means, the invention of formulas and signs by 
means of which one could reduce the confusing multiplicity to a purposive and 


manageable schema. 


But alas! now a moral category was brought into play: no creature wants to deceive 
itself, no creature may deceive— consequently there is only a will to truth. What is 
“truth”? The law of contradiction provided the schema: the true world, to which one 
seeks the way, cannot contradict itself, can not change, cannot become, has no 
beginning and no end. This is the greatest error that has ever been committed, the 

essential fatality of error on earth: one believed one possessed a criterion of reality in 
the forms of reason— while in fact one possessed them in order to become master of 


reality, in order to misunderstand reality in a shrewd manner— 


And behold: now the world became false, and precisely on account of the properties 
that constitute its reality: change, becoming, multiplicity, opposition, contradiction, 
war. And then the entire fatality was there: 1. How can one get free from the false, 
merely apparent world? (— it was the real, the only one); 2. How can one become 
oneself as much as possible the antithesis of the character of the apparent world? 
(Concept of the perfect creature as an antithesis to the real creature; more clearly, as 
the contradiction of life—) The whole tendency of values was toward slander of life; 
one created a confusion of idealist dogmatism and knowledge in general: so that the 
opposing party also was always attacking science. The road to science was in this way 


doubly blocked: once by belief in the “true” world, and again by the opponents of this 
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belief. Natural science, psychology was (1) condemned with regard to its objects, (2) 
deprived of its innocence— In the actual world, in which everything is bound to and 
conditioned by everything else, to condemn and think away anything means to 
condemn and think away everything. The expression “that should not be,” “that 
should not have been,” is farcical— If one thinks out the consequences, one would 
ruin the source of life if one wanted to abolish whatever was in some respect harmful 
or destructive. Physiology teaches us better! — We see how morality (a) poisons the 
entire conception of the world, (b) cuts off the road to knowledge, to science, (c) 
disintegrates and undermines all actual instincts (in that it teaches that their roots 
are immoral). We see at work before us a dreadful tool of decadence that props itself 


up by the holiest names and attitudes. 


To this note we may add a small portion of the next as a coda to it: 


The fiction of a world that corresponds to our desires: psychological trick and 
interpretation with the aim of associating everything we honor and find pleasant with 
this true world. “Will to truth” at this stage is essentially an art of interpretation: 


which at least requires the power to interpret. 


And there we are: the fiction of a world that corresponds to our desires, the results 
of meaning-making and evaluating given a value and meaning beyond their status 
by a schematizing, interpreting apparatus. Evaluating and meaning-making 
themselves, us, Functionally understood, utilized and set into service in a 
pragmatic, yet strictly untruthful, manner. We slander that which becomes, the 


apparent world of change, and prefer the invented inertia of the “real world” - 
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which is an error and an idealism. We are not interested in “pure truth” or 
“knowledge for its own sake” in Functional terms, in our manner of operation, but 
only that which we can use. Functionally, we are always and unconsciously 
pragmatic and utilitarian organisms, “selfish” organisms if you want to use moral 
language. And so perhaps we need to correct the history of an error - the true 
world - with better formulations? Sections of notes 568 and 569 are here 


instructive: 


Critique of the concept "true and apparent world’— Of these, the first is a mere 
fiction, constructed of fictitious entities. “Appearance” itself belongs to reality: it is a 
form of its being; i.e., in a world where there is no being a certain calculable world of 
identical cases must first be created through appearance: a tempo at which 
observation and comparison are possible, etc. Appearance is an arranged and 
simplified world, at which our practical instincts have been at work; it is perfectly true 
for us; that is to say, we live, we are able to live in it: proof of its truth for us— the 
world, apart from our condition of living in it, the world that we have not reduced to 
our being, our logic and psychological prejudices, does not exist as a world “in-itself”, 
it is essentially a world of relationships; under certain conditions it has a differing 
aspect from every point; its being is essentially different from every point; it presses 
upon every point, every point resists it—and the sum of these is in every case quite 


incongruent,... 


... Our particular case is interesting enough: we have produced a conception in order 


to be able to live in a world, in order to perceive just enough to endure it—... 
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... Thus the fuzziness and chaos of sense impressions are, as it were, logicized; the 
world of “phenomena” is the adapted world which we feel to be real. The “reality” lies 
in the continual recurrence of identical, familiar, related things in their logicized 
character, in the belief that here we are able to reckon and calculate; the antithesis of 
this phenomenal world is not “the true world,” but the formless unformulable world 


of the chaos of sensations— another kind of phenomenal world, a kind “unknowable 


for us; 


We are, therefore, guilty of an overestimation, overdetermination and 
overvaluation of the results of our own Functionality. Indeed, it may be that as 
beings (although that we are ‘becomings’ rather than ‘beings’ now suggests itself) 
it is part of the Function of evaluating and meaning-making that we must take such 
things too seriously. Survival, preservation of the self, is, after all, a serious and 
perhaps mostly unconscious business. We do not think to breathe so why should 
we think to carry out any other number of imaginably necessary functions? Why 
should we put conscious thought, and the reason we imagine it utilises, at the head 
of affairs? Why do we need any universals? Nietzsche's analysis makes it plain that 


such things are mere phantoms in notes 567 and 565: 


The apparent world, i.e., a world viewed according to values; ordered, selected 
according to values, i.e., in this case according to the viewpoint of utility in regard to 
the preservation and enhancement of the power of a certain species of animal. The 
perspective therefore decides the character of the “appearance”! As if a world would 
still remain over after one deducted the perspective! By doing that one would deduct 


relativity! 
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It is obvious that every creature different from us senses different qualities and 
consequently lives in a different world from that in which we live. Qualities are an 
idiosyncrasy peculiar to man; to demand that our human interpretations and values 
should be universal and perhaps constitutive values is one of the hereditary 


madnesses of human pride. 


For Nietzsche it is this relativity, this “idiosyncrasy peculiar to man”, which is the 
characteristic feature of our perspective. This makes “knowledge”, absolutely 
understood as an extrinsic entity to which we may have access, “the biggest Fable 


of all” in note 555: 


Against the scientific prejudice— The biggest fable of all is the fable of knowledge. 
One would like to know what things-in-themselves are; but behold, there are no 
things-in-themselves! But even supposing there were an in-itself, an unconditioned 
thing, it would for that very reason be unknowable! Something unconditioned cannot 
be known; otherwise it would not be unconditioned! Coming to know, however, is 
always “placing oneself in a conditional relation to something”,------ one who seeks to 
know the unconditioned desires that it should not concern him, and that this same 
something should be of no concern to anyone. This involves a contradiction, first, 
between wanting to know and the desire that it not concern us (but why know at all 
then?) and, secondly, because something that is of no concern to anyone is not at all, 
and thus cannot be known at all.— Coming to know means “to place oneself in a 
conditional relation to something”, to feel oneself conditioned by something and 
oneself to condition it—it is therefore under all circumstances establishing, denoting, 


and making-conscious of conditions (not forthcoming, entities, things, what is “in- 
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itself” ). 


Any knowledge we gain, in this case, is, then, a relational, accommodating kind of 
knowledge, a facility with, an ability to relate to or make use of. It is not, is never, 
an ‘understanding’ or ‘explanation’ of. It is a putting to work within an interpretive, 
evaluating, meaningful, assimilating scheme. And here, once more, the possibility, 


even the necessity of error raises its ugly head in note 544: 


My Dionysus ideal— The perspective of all organic functions, all the strongest 
instincts of life: the force in all life that wills error; error as the precondition even of 
thought. Before there is “thought” there must have been “invention”, the construction 
of identical cases, of the appearance of sameness, is more primitive than the 


knowledge of sameness. 


Here is a Fundamental act of subterranean endeavour on Nietzsche’s part - to make 
error the Foundation of our imagined truths! Once again, the driving Forces of life 
are found only at pre-rational, instinctual levels, in things which perform their 
Function. These Functions do not care how the world is “in itself”; in the first case 
they are not rational and in the second case they have no way of knowing or caring. 
Once more invention, creation, interpretation, evaluating, meaning-making is the 
key, biologistically originary activity. The sense is that organisms survive by 
building a world in which they can live, they accommodate to circumstances - even 
if it is a world in error by its own fictional standards of truth! - even if error is the 
basis of its success! | summarise this and Finish my appraisal of the thought of 


Nietzsche in this section of my essay by quoting three Further notes of Nietzsche's 
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which bring us back to where we were before and act as a summarising statement 


in Nietzsche’s own words. These are notes 521, 522 and 515: 


On “logical semblance’— The concepts “individual” and “species” equally false and 
merely apparent. “Species” expresses only the fact that an abundance of similar 
creatures appear at the same time and that the tempo of their further growth and 
change is for a long time slowed down, so actual small continuations and increases 
are not very much noticed (— a phase of evolution in which the evolution is not 
visible, so an equilibrium seems to have been attained, making possible the false 
notion that a goal has been attained—and that evolution has a goal— ). The form 
counts as something enduring and therefore more valuable; but the form has merely 
been invented by us; and however often “the same form is attained,” it does not mean 
that it is the same form— what appears is always something new, and it is only we, 
who are always comparing, who include the new, to the extent that it is similar to the 
old, in the unity of the “form,” as if a type should be attained and, as it were, was 
intended by and inherent in the process of formation. Form, species, law, idea, 
purpose—in all these cases the same error is made of giving a false reality to a fiction, 
as if events were in some way obedient to something—an artificial distinction is made 
in respect of events between that which acts and that toward which the act is 
directed (but this “which” and this “toward” are only posited in obedience to our 
metaphysical-logical dogmatism: they are not “facts” ). One should not understand 
this compulsion to construct concepts, species, forms, purposes, laws (“a world of 
identical cases” ) as if they enabled us to fix the real world; but as a compulsion to 
arrange a world for ourselves in which our existence is made possible:—we thereby 


create a world which is calculable, simplified, comprehensible, etc., for us. This same 
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compulsion exists in the sense activities that support reason—by simplification, 
coarsening, emphasizing, and elaborating, upon which all “recognition,” all ability to 
make oneself intelligible rests. Our needs have made our senses so precise that the 
“same apparent world” always reappears and has thus acquired the semblance of 
reality. Our subjective compulsion to believe in logic only reveals that, long before 
logic itself entered our consciousness, we did nothing but introduce its postulates into 
events: now we discover them in events—we can no longer do otherwise— and 
imagine that this compulsion guarantees something connected with “truth.” It is we 
who created the “thing,” the “identical thing,” subject, attribute, activity, object, 
substance, form, after we had long pursued the process of making identical, coarse 


and simple. The world seems logical to us because we have made it logical. 


Ultimate solution.— We believe in reason: this, however, is the philosophy of gray 
concepts. Language depends on the most naive prejudices. Now we read disharmonies 
and problems into things because we think only in the form of language— and thus 
believe in the “eternal truth” of “reason” (e.g., subject, attribute, etc.) We cease to 
think when we refuse to do so under the constraint of language; we barely reach the 
doubt that sees this limitation as a limitation. Rational thought is interpretation 


according to a scheme that we cannot throw off. 


Not “to know” but to schematize— to impose upon chaos as much regularity and form 
as our practical needs require. In the formation of reason, logic, the categories, it was 
need that was authoritative; the need, not to “know,” but to subsume, to schematize, 
for the purpose of intelligibility and calculation— (The development of reason is 


adjustment, invention, with the aim of making similar, equal—the same process that 
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every sense impression goes through!) No pre-existing “idea” was here at work, but 
the utilitarian fact that only when we see things coarsely and made equal do they 
become calculable and usable to us— Finality in reason is an effect, not a cause: life 
miscarries with any other kinds of reason, to which there is a continual impulse— it 
becomes difficult to survey— too unequal— The categories are “truths” only in the 
sense that they are conditions of life for us: as Euclidean space is a conditional “truth.” 
(Between ourselves: since no one would maintain that there is any necessity for men 
to exist, reason, as well as Euclidean space, is a mere idiosyncrasy of a certain species 
of animal, and one among many—) The subjective compulsion not to contradict here 
is a biological compulsion: the instinct for the utility of inferring as we do infer is part 
of us, we almost are this instinct— But what naivete to extract from this a proof that 
we are therewith in possession of a “truth in itself’'— Not being able to contradict is 


proof of an incapacity, not of “truth.” 


Takeaways From such an interpretation of the human being and implications For 


morality: 


1. The human being is a matter of biology, of a Form of life, and the preservation of 


a form of life, of an organism. It is self-perpetuating. 


2. Human existence is not normally, nor even mostly, a rational matter in its 


biological outworking. Rationality is a faculty or aspect of the human, not a 


synonym for it, and probably not even the most basic Faculty or aspect. 
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3. We do not know what truth is and would not be able to judge if we had such a 
thing. IF morality be an object such as truth then exactly the same conclusions 


apply. 


4. Human intellectual Faculties, and those things that make them up, are an 
evaluating, interpretive, meaning-making apparatus for the schematizing of data 


with the intention of making a regular world From their experience and operation. 


5. Evaluating, meaning-making, believing, taking for true, interpreting are more 
primitive and more basic activities of the human being. These may harness and 
utilise reason but they do not spring From it. Their basis is more biological, more 
Functional, more instinctual. They have more to do with a tree which naturally 
grows towards the sunlight than a reasoned deliberation amongst imagined 
alternative courses of action, more to do with chance conditions of existence than 


knowledge. 


6. Language is the border of our ability to think and our ability to interpret 


rationally is deceived in that it must Follow language’s prejudices. 


7. Logic, reason, consciousness, identity, these are our inventions, the positing of 
things in which stability can be salvaged from chaos. In our thinking we have 
wedded such a stability to truth as an opposition to the becoming and chance of a 
natural world we could not live in. Yet if our world is not the stable place we have 


imagined then it cannot be moral on the basis of an inaccurate stability. 
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8. Morality relies on calculability, simplicity, comprehensibility. We have 
manufactured these things rationally From our experience and so created a world 


of which morality could be posited. In error. 


9. Morality, like truth, has been posited as a condition of life and in spite of the Fact 
that life could exist, and might even prosper, without these manufactured values 


and value systems. 


10. Morality is an artificial creation executed according to values rationally 
extrapolated within an interpretive Framework that imagines knowledge is of 
something real and truth authoritative because in some way permanent. It is, thus, 
something that seeks to rule and to subdue, to compel others to its manufactured 


truth. Morality is ultimately an argument from a Fictional authority. 


11. Although knowledge, truth, morality are posited by human beings as values 
they are merely Trojan horses. The pragmatic, utilitarian human being simply has a 
biological need to preserve itself and will use whatever means necessary to do so. 
It uses morality in the furtherance of amorality (for it could not know what an 
unconditioned morality was) and is blind to what any true morality would really be 
for everything it posits is a Fiction, must necessarily be a Fiction, must necessarily 


be expediency and utility writ large. 


12. Human beings are functional creatures more properly described as ‘human 


becomings’ since more begins for them in feeling and sensation than it does in 


reason. More begins for them in pre-cognitive evaluation and meaning-making 


458 


than it does in rationality. Their form of life is, thus, hermeneutic as opposed to 
epistemologically-conceived. It is based in interpretation not “knowledge”. We are 


interpreting organisms. 


13. Human beings, thought of Functionally, MUST evaluate and they MUST make 


meaning. They must live their lives interpreting. Without this they cease to exist. 


V: INTERPRETING BEINGS: A CONCATENATION OF DRIVES 


What is the human being? One answer to this question is that it is a concatenation 
of drives (which dissolves the notion of the subject “human being” at all) and, if we 
allow Nietzsche to inspire our thinking, we may come to the view, as | have, and as | 
will do below, that the human being is a concatenation of interpreting and 
Fictionalising drives. But if we do this then it seems to me that we should concede 


that: 


1. These drives are not a matter of intention, motive or purpose. They have none of 
these things and are unconsciously Functional. 

2. Rationality might be conceived of as one of these drives (a drive to rationality or 
reasons) but it should not be conceived as in charge of the drives themselves as a 
whole which are pre- or extra-rational in origin - albeit that rationality might be 
called upon to assist or cooperate with them. 

3. Talking of a “concatenation of drives” is not an attempt to claim any 
understanding of, give any authoritative explanation for, or claim any knowledge 


about, “the human being”. It Functions itselF as an interpretation and 
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Fictionalisation - as does the idea “human being”. Thus, | haven’t here got around 
the notion of fictionalising. | have merely provided what | regard as a better fiction, 


a better interpretation. 


But this immediately begs a most important question: what, then, is 


“interpretation”? 


It may be conceived as an “interacting with For Fulfillment of Function”. 
It may be conceived as “the process of evaluating and meaning making”. 
It may be conceived as amoral and Functional. 

It may be conceived as “a process of interactional Fiction making”. 


It may be conceived as “a process of utilization, exploitation and manipulation”. 


However, it is more often defined as Jens Zimmermann does in Hermeneutics: A 
Very Short Introduction where he states: “The goal of interpretation is to make 
sense of a text or situation, to understand what they mean.” Yet he goes on to say 
that “hermeneutics is the art of understanding and of making oneself understood” 
and “One is engaged in hermeneutics whenever one tries to grasp the meaning of 
something.” Clearly, in such an introductory text one imagines is aimed at 


not 


beginning students and general readers, the ideas of “understanding,” “meaning” 
and “making sense” are paramount. This is all very rational, very reasoned and, one 


imagines, quite logical. 


The problem is that interpretation, as | am using it here, is not about 


understanding, nor about “making sense” - if the sense it intends to “make” is 
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something non-fictional. It is also a very moot point For my use of interpretation if 
“logic” has much to do with it at all. It is, though, about meaning - as far as that 
concatenation of interpreting and fictionalising drives goes. In what Follows | will 
try to Fill out the meaning of interpretation as | am using it here through 


interaction with seven philosophers. 


1. 

We start with Richard Rorty in an essay in which he attempts to wrestle with the 
Italian intellectual, Umberto Eco, in order that he may find it easier to see him as a 
pragmatist (that is, like him) rather than as something more like a structuralist, an 
outcome he would not prefer. The essay is “The Pragmatist’s Progress: Umberto 
Eco on Interpretation” originally written in 1992 but also included in his 1999 
collection Philosophy and Social Hope. Having read Eco’s novel Foucault's 
Pendulum, Rorty Finds that this all seems very pragmatic: he is happy how Eco has 
turned out. But having read Eco’s article “Intentio Lectoris” (The Intention of the 
Reader), in which Eco comes over all structuralist in his thinking, and, crucially For 
Rorty, espousing a difference between interpreting texts and using texts, he is 
somewhat set back on his pragmatic heels. This difference, says Rorty, “is a 
distinction we pragmatists do not wish to make. On our view, all anybody ever 
does with anything is use it.” Both, for Rorty, equally “describe some process of 
putting [that which is interpreted] to work.” This Rorty further expounds as a 
matter of “nonrelational and relational features of something” and, on his account, 
“there is no such thing as an intrinsic, nonrelational property.” This | would accept 
myself and take up in my own account of interpretation. It is a using, a putting to 


work, a relating to surroundings for Functional ends. It is, in the first place, not a 
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matter of intentions, nor of readers, writers or even texts. It is unconscious. In the 
beginning there was the interpretation and it moved over the Face of the waters, 


interacting with, relating to, but not contemplating, the void. 


Why was it not contemplating? Because it was, and | believe is, innocent, naive, 
unconscious. In the first instance, it does not have an intention, a motive, a 
purpose. It was not created to do something. More, it was created as something, to 
Fulfill a Function, and so it Functionally goes about its business just as a heart beats 
or a digestive system grinds up foodstuffs, extracting energy, vitamins and 
minerals here, and excreting waste there. There the digestive system does not ask 
what it has to do with Food. It does not comprehend that which it interacts with. It 
simply processes it according to its Function. It does that which it is. | wish to argue, 
contrary to all feelings of subjectivity, consciousness and rational faculty, that 
interpretation is something similar too, that a concatenation of interpreting drives 
is something similar too. In both cases, things are interacted with and are subject 
to “our monomaniacal desire to subsume everything to our own needs” as Rorty 


dramatically puts it in the same essay on Umberto Eco. 


This digestive metaphor still carries weight when Rorty, further on into the same 
essay, discusses the hermeneutic circle in which, to quote, “the interpretation 
builds up in the course of the circular effort of validating itself on the basis of what 
it makes up as a result.” This blurs the line between Finding and making, which both 
Rorty and | approve of, lending proceedings, once again, a functional character. 
Interpretation, like digestion, is an ongoing procedure, an action, something which 


just does what it is, yielding its products as inevitably as it will rain on that 
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summer's day you had marked out for the Family picnic. Digestion has certain ends 
as a result of it being digestion; interpretation has certain ends as a result of it 
being interpretation. Yet, more than this, food subject to digestion will also be 
subject to certain ends. Its value will be extracted and that not of value will be 
disposed of. Here, too, interpretation seems very similar, extracting value and 
making meaning. As Rorty goes on to say: “I should think that a text just has 
whatever coherence it happened to acquire during the last roll of the hermeneutic 
wheel, just as a lump of clay only has whatever coherence it happened to pick up at 
the last turn of the potter’s wheel.” Just as the dinner you had ended up once it 


had gone through your guts. 


But this begs a question: guts do not know or care about what the food put into 
them was rationally conceived as before it was put into the mouth and began its 
journey down the throat into the stomach. So is that which interprets in a similar 
condition? When it comes to the concatenation of interpreting and Fictionalising 
drives that is the human being, | think so. | also think this is true if we imagine that 
very Fictional entity, the interpreting subject or the interpreter. This will be hard to 
grasp because for hundreds of years we have told ourselves we are primarily 
rational beings who actually, genuinely know things. I, to the contrary, think we are 
beings with a rational Faculty, one of our drives, and a rational Faculty which is far 
from in charge of the whole, a whole, Furthermore, which is a concatenation of 
drives and not “a subject” or “a subjectivity”. With this rational Faculty we talk 
about knowing things and understanding things yet we find it almost impossible to 
demonstrate what this knowledge and understanding consists of apart from such 


talk. That should give us pause. 
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So just as the stomach is innocent of the Food put into it so that in us which 
interprets is innocent of that with which it interacts - our rationality 
notwithstanding because rationality is neither in charge of that being interacted 
with nor was it foundational in the creation or the existence of all the other drives, 
drives which operate Functionally rather than with rationality or intent. In short, 
interpretation, like us, like the world, like existence, is much less “rational”, much 
less based in “reason” than some may suggest. It is much more Functionally 
interactional than it is knowing in an epistemic sense. Its more like a digestive 
system than first imagined. It is an apparatus for perception and interaction in 
which the notion of comprehension might be a claim too Far but in which constant 
evaluation and meaning making play their central part. As good pragmatists we 
know that we only need to claim enough rather than too much. So, with Rorty, we 
may insist that “using” is enough and we don’t need to carve out an oppositional or 
alternative sense for “interpreting” instead, something which bigs up its epistemic, 
understanding and comprehending credentials and so makes it look better to 


certain audiences than it actually is. 


Now in that last paragraph, as | continue to work my way through Rorty’s 
interaction with Umberto Eco, | have mentioned “talk”. This raises the spectre of 
language, something that becomes very pertinent at this stage of Rorty’s essay For 
he speaks about “The hermeneutic process of making objects by talking about 
them” and describes interpretation by saying that “What we do is react to stimuli 
by emitting sentences containing marks and noises such as ‘rock’, ‘quark’, ‘mark’, 
‘noise’, ‘sentence’, ‘text’, ‘metaphor’, and so on.” That is, Rorty begins to describe 


our understanding of all this interpreting as a matter which for us is beholden to 
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language. For example, immediately after these asides mentioning talking about 


things and “emitting sentences” he goes on to state the following: 


“We then infer other sentences from these, and others from those, and so on - 
building up a potentially infinite labyrinthine encyclopedia of assertions. These 
assertions are always at the mercy of being changed by fresh stimuli, but they are 
never capable of being checked against those stimuli, much less against the internal 
coherence of something outside the encyclopedia. The encyclopedia can get changed 
by things outside itself, but it can only get checked by having bits of itself compared 
with other bits. You cannot check a sentence against an object, although an object 
can cause you to stop asserting a sentence. You can only check a sentence against 
other sentences, sentences to which it is connected by various labyrinthine inferential 


relationships.” 


This, For Rorty, is about eschewing that model which thinks of rational minds as 
mappers of accurate relations between words and things, which, in Eco’s terms, 
wants to distinguish interpretation, which follows such a model, from a 
pragmatist’s use, which does not. Instead, with Rorty, we should happily Forget the 
notion of “right relations” between such things and focus instead on relating and 
relationships themselves as the heart of interpreting and of interpretation. 
Knowledge, seen this way, is not then a matter of accurate representation and 
language is not for the purposes of such a task. This is important for my purposes 
here because the interpretation | am talking about is not knowing; it does not 
know too much; indeed, it is doubtful that it needs to describe itself as knowing at 


all except in the pragmatic sense with which a similar use of language may refer to 
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truth as that thing which is good in the way of belief, that thing which seems to be 
a good star to steer by, all things considered. What | am saying here is that 
interpretation, as | conceive it, is not about knowing, nor about understanding, nor 
about explaining. These things are strictly above its paygrade and with them it is 
not concerned. Interpretation, as | use it, is much nearer to using or processing 
than any of these other things which is, to use long words, to say that it is both 
antimetaphysical and antiepistemological in my usage. | speak of drives performing 
Functions and interpretation as useful interaction. | do not claim to have hooked 


everything up in its actuality in doing so. 


2. 

We move to another hermeneutic thinker, this time it is Jacques Derrida. In 1993 
Derrida was interviewed to mark the publication of his book Spectres de Marx and 
the subsequent interview was published in September of that year under the title 
“The Deconstruction of Actuality”. During the course of the interview he was asked 
if he Felt himself to be “a philosopher of the present” and during a typically 
Derridean reply, in which he referred to “artifactuality” and “actuvirtuality”, he said 


the Following: 


“The first means that actuality is indeed made: it is important to know what it is made 
of, but it is even more necessary to recognise that it is made. It is not given, but 
actively produced, it is sorted, invested and performatively interpreted by a range of 
hierarchising and selective procedures - factitious or artificial procedures which are 
always subservient to various powers and interests of which their ‘subjects’ and 


agents (producers and consumers of actuality, always interpreters, and in some cases 
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‘philosophers’ too), are never sufficiently aware. The ‘reality’ of ‘actuality’ - however 
individual, irreducible, stubborn, painful or tragic it may be - only reaches us through 


fictional devices.” 


The highlighted type there is my own emphasis rather than Derrida’s for Derrida 
there makes one of my central points in this entire book. This is that what we think 
of as ‘reality’ or as ‘actuality’ is always, ALWAYS, a Fiction. Having studied Nietzsche 
in two separate sections of this book we can see that this was also a central 
proposition of his own thought too and | gladly embrace the idea in its Full 
radicality. In Derridean language this means we come to embrace “artifactuals” and 
“actuvirtuals” in our fictionalisations of the world that Function under the names of 
reality and actuality. We accept the premise this implies that what we experience is 
MADE as given. We accept the further premise that language, and so thought, is 
constructive in its Function. We accept that, as Derrida says here, we are “always 
interpreters” which | understand in my sense of the word interpretation as 
explained immediately above when | discussed Rorty. Interpretation, then, a 
constantly active Feature of the concatenation of drives, is Fictionalising. We are 
making actuality and reality as we go along. This is the habitual practice of the 
concatenation of drives just as a digestive system grinds up foodstuffs. This is its 
Function, a Function to Fabricate a world in which we can live. In the interview 
Derrida goes on to expand and extrapolate on this in the context of the then just 
beginning 24 hour rolling news cycle. He talks of news as having an “ethnocentric” 
actuality which excludes foreigners since it is shaped (through interpreting 
processes) to mirror to its audience an image of themselves (which means who the 


producers consider ‘themselves’ to be). He speaks of “the monopolisation of the 


467 


mn mn 


‘actuality effect’” and “the artifactual power to ‘create events” in the context of 
“this idolatry of ‘immediate’ presence and ‘live’ communication”. But these things 
are all faked, formally Fictional, For, as Derrida says, “they do not Furnish us with 
intuitions or transparencies, or with perceptions unmarked by _ technical 


interpretation or intervention.” It is a world being Fictionalised for us, by us. 


Indeed, as Derrida Further explains in this same concise but interesting interview, it 
may rather be the case that we are now subject to public cultural “virtualisation” in 


a way that | diagnose this, post-Nietzsche, for the concatenation of drives: 


“If we had enough time | would want to stress another aspect of ‘actuality’ - of what 
is happening now, and what is happening to actuality. | would emphasise not only 
these artificial syntheses (synthetic images, synthetic voices, all the prosthetic 
supplements which can be substituted for real actuality) but also, and especially, a 

concept of virtuality (virtual images, virtual spaces, and therefore virtual outcomes or 
events). Clearly it is no longer possible to contrast virtuality with actual reality, along 
the lines of the serene old philosophical distinction between power and act, dynamis 
and energeia, the potentiality of matter and the determining form of a telos, and 
hence of progress, etc. Virtuality now reaches right into the structure of the eventual 
event and imprints itself there; it affects both the time and the space of images, 
discourses, and 'news' or 'information' - in fact everything which connects us to 


actuality, to the unappeasable reality of its supposed present.” 


| summarise this Derridean opinion as culture becoming visibly plastic, malleable, 


unstable, metamorphic, and | regard this as an external phenomenon that is 
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parallel to an internal phenomenon within the concatenation of drives where there 
are no “fixed forms” but only possibilities and opportunities to be seized upon by 
drives Formed to satiate themselves according to their Function by interaction with 
the world. This, as | have tried to explain, is an interpretive process all the way 
down and all the way up. We are formed as hermeneutic beings and we must 
interpret, something which primarily involves evaluation and meaning making. We 
see this every day on the news, if we watch it, where the news anchors and pundits 
will always try to convince us that A+B=C. We may not agree with their conclusions 
but, nevertheless, we go right ahead to make A+B=C in a different way instead. Yet 
have we ever stopped to think, however, how people can come to such, often 
wildly varying, conclusions in the first place? | suggest it is because the world we 
live in, our form of existence, allows for many interpretations and numerous 
Fictions - much to the chagrin of those who wish it did not. Yet, if you will concede 
here that we are interpretive beings, and that interpretation is constructive, is 
Fiction, is a profitably using what is to hand rather than a getting things right, then 
| will consider my point made. But could we know “the present” anyway? Derrida is 
enigmatic in response and suggests, again as we saw Nietzsche did, that trying to 
watch yourself and your own commitments is an impossible task, not part of the 


Form of our being: 


“How are we to broach this theme of presence and the present? What are the 
presuppositions of an inquiry into this subject? What commitments do these questions 
involve? And this stake, this commitment - is this not the law which ought to govern 
everything, directly or indirectly? | try to adhere to it myself, but by definition it is 


always inaccessible, it lies beyond everything.” 
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This | take as Derrida’s way of saying what Nietzsche said more biologically in 
talking about drives. These drives are functional. They are not rational; they are 
not watching themselves and evaluating their performance so that they operate 
within ‘rational’ parameters. Rather, in their concatenation, they are the motors of 
our evaluating and meaning making capabilities that are the intuitive Forces behind 
interpretation. They just Function regardless of our rationalisations which 
themselves may very well serve any number of unconscious purposes (which are 
not really ‘purposes’ at all, better - satiations) or needs which may remain Forever 
unidentifiable to us. Drives seek to satisfy themselves, to exercise themselves, 
because it is the only reason they exist. Their Function is their satisfaction and they 
will never need permission to carry it out and, as Nietzsche and Derrida both seem 
to agree, they are not necessarily perspicuous to us either. At the heart of “the 
human” is very much the question “What the hell am |?” and on its heels Follows the 


equally difficult question “Can | even know?” 


3. 

Stanley Fish is not a philosopher if a philosopher is someone paid to talk about and 
re-hash a philosophical narrative or set of questions over and over again. Yet | am 
not one who holds to such a dire definition of what a philosopher is and so, for my 
purposes, Fish is very much one with a “love of wisdom” - which is what philo-sophy 
means. And so he qualifies. He can also wield an argument - which is all to the 
good. Coming after Rorty and Derrida, of course, he may also be classed as a 
Further academic reprobate added to my list of references. But | hope we play the 


ball and not the man here. 
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In my context, my understanding and, particularly, my use of interpretation, a 
browse through the Fishian canon yields many pertinent points of reference. One 
of the more important is the essay “Rhetoric” as published in Fish’s 1989 book, 
Doing What Comes Naturally, an excellent idea, if | may say so. In this essay Fish is 
minded to discourse on the aforementioned “rhetoric”, the bad rap it has gotten 
since Plato and the way in which some have tried to rehabilitate it. Fish himself, as | 
read him, is one such rehabilitator. He sets the scene for rhetoric by elucidating 


“three basic oppositions”. These are: 


“First, between a truth that exists independently of all perspectives and points of view 
and the many truths that emerge and seem perspicuous when a particular perspective 
or point of view has been established and is in force; second, an opposition between 
true knowledge, which is knowledge as it exists apart from any and all systems of 
belief, and the knowledge, which because it flows from some other system of belief, is 
incomplete and partial (in the sense of biased); and third, an opposition between a 
self or consciousness that is turned outward in an effort to apprehend and attach 
itself to truth and true knowledge and a self or consciousness that is turned inward in 
the direction of its own prejudices, which, far from being transcended, continue to 


inform its every word and action.” 


Fish then goes on to diagnose these oppositions in two approaches to language: 


“One the one hand, language that faithfully reflects or reports on matters of fact 


uncolored by any personal or partisan agendas and desires; and on the other hand, 


language that is infected by partisan agendas and desires, and therefore colors and 
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distorts the facts which it purports to reflect.” 


It is important to note that these distinctions are moral and interpretative 
distinctions for, in them, according to traditional discourse, one is good, right, 
proper, and to be promoted, and the other is base, disreputable, immoral and to be 
discouraged. It is this latter view, in each case, which, says Fish, makes one “a 
rhetorician” and so rhetoric itself gets the bad rap and the disreputable reputation 
as that kind of speech and interpretation which aims not at the good and the true 
but simply at persuasion to a point of view. This leads to efforts, by those on the 
side of good in this matter, “to establish a Form of communication that in its 
structure and operations is the very antithesis of rhetoric, of passionate, partisan 


discourse.” 


Yet here Fish diagnoses a bit of illicit psychology going on, however, and it is often 
used for nefarious purposes as a means to fictionalise human beings. Noting 


comments of Aristotle on rhetoric he says that: 


“The anti-rhetorical stance can only be coherent if it posits an incoherence at the 
heart (literally) of the self that is both rhetoric's victim and its source. That self is 
always presented as divided, as the site of contesting forces; in Christian terms the 
forces are named the carnal and the spiritual; in secular psychologies the names are 
passion and reason or the willful and the rational; but whatever the names, the result 
is a relationship of homology between the inner and the outer landscapes, both of 
which contain a core element of truth and knowledge that is continually threatened 


by a penumbra of irrationality.” 
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However, Fish also notes that “the principle of change, in the Form of the passions, 
already lives in the mind” and so, as it were, the wolf is already at home in the 
sheep pen. It is not the case that something pure, reasonable, good, true and 
rational has been infected. On the contrary, its make up was never so pure, so 
good, so true, so rational, to begin with. In the language of passion and reason, 
passion was always as constitutive as reason and, if we are Nietzschean about it, 
perhaps that is the more original, the more Fundamental, thing. So, in turn, there is 
now no place for the idea of interpretation as the operation of a perspicuous 
rationalism which is consequent upon a rationally intelligible world. Considerable 
elements of chance have been injected into one and so have been injected into 
both making us doubt that rationality and reason are guarantees to anything at all 
or that they are even driving the bus. The possibility that we might just 
passionately attach ourselves to an idea, or even simply have passional attachment 
to something, and even utilise our rationality in support of it, with its purely 


passional initial impetus, looms over the horizon. 


And so now we come to the Fishian theme: one can only ever interpret from a 
context, From inside some position which is inhabited or, rather, by which we are 


inhabited. Consider the Following Fishian thesis: 


“As rhetorical man manipulates reality, establishing through his words the 
imperatives and urgencies to which he and his fellows must respond, he manipulates 
or fabricates himself, simultaneously conceiving of and occupying the roles that 
become first possible and then mandatory given the social structure his rhetoric has 


put in place. By exploring the available means of persuasion in a particular situation, 


473 


he tries them on, and as they begin to suit him, he becomes them... What serious man 
fears - the invasion of the fortress of essence by the contingent, the protean, and the 
unpredictable - is what rhetorical man celebrates and incarnates. In the philosopher's 
vision of the world rhetoric (and representation in general) is merely the (disposable) 
form by which a prior and substantial content is conveyed; but in the world of homo 
rhetoricus rhetoric is both form and content, the manner of presentation and what is 
presented; the “improvising power of the rhetor” is at once all-creating and the 
guarantee of the impermanence of its creations:.. Having been made they can be 


made again.” 


What is at stake here, whether one decides to be “philosophical” or “rhetorical”, 
“serious man” or “rhetorical man”, (although we should be wary of accepting too 
easily that this is “a decision” when, as decision, it is one more purely rational 


Fabrication), is that the question of which “is the correct one”: 


“can only be answered from within one or the other, and the evidence of one party 


will be regarded by the other either as illusory or as grist for its own mill.” 


It is a similar conclusion if we move forward to the title essay of Fish’s 1994 book 
There's No Such Thing As Free Speech, And Its A Good Thing, Too. This title is not 
meant to suggest that Fish thinks there should be no Free speech. Rather, it is 
indicative of Fish’s view that speech, being situated, is never “free” and so always 
“partisan” or rhetorical. “Free speech,” says Fish in his opening, “is not an 


not 


independent value but a political prize.” “Speech” here, of course, may easily be 


swapped for “interpretation”. It is interpretation which is not free, which is 
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rhetorical, because situated in the Fishian view. Inasmuch as this interpretation is 


expression then: 


“expression (saying something) is a realm whose integrity is sometimes compromised 
by certain restrictions but that restriction, in the form of an underlying articulation of 
the world that necessarily (if silently) negates alternatively possible articulations, is 
constitutive of expression. Without restriction, without an inbuilt sense of what it 
would be meaningless to say or wrong to say, there could be no assertion and no 
reason for asserting it. The exception to unregulated expression is not a negative 
restriction but a positive hollowing out of value - we are for this, which means we are 
against that - in relation to which meaningful assertion can then occur. It is a 
reference to that value - constituted as all values are by an act of exclusion - that 
some forms of speech will be heard as (quite literally) intolerable. Speech, in short, is 
never a value in and of itself but is always produced within the precincts of some 


assumed conception of the good to which it must yield in the event of conflict.” 


Fish wants to talk about this in the context of the American First Amendment in a 
way that | do not. For my purposes, Fish has here said some things very compatible 
with those I want to raise From others about interpretation. Here that “underlying 
articulation of the world” and its relation to meaning and value are very important 
to my notion, consciously post-Nietzschean, of thought as fictive and constitutive 
of the world, of needs and drives that interact and interpret as the basis of human 
operation. In Fish’s interpretation of interpretation this evaluating faculty, if not 
nature, is basic as it is also basic in Nietzsche too. That is what it means when Fish 


talks of value as “constituted” or an assertion, which is an interpretation, being 
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“meaningful”. This is the value we add, value as a thing in itself being something 
that does not exist except as a consequence of our interpretive need. For Fish, as 
For Nietzsche, we are perspectival, situated beings fictionalising the world through 
rhetoric which is interpretation according to our needs from circumstances we are 


inhabited by. 


4. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer was a consciously hermeneutic thinker as befits a man once 
taught For a time by Heidegger. His magnum opus was 7Jruth and Method which he 
published when into his 60s. The fifth chapter of this book addresses “Language 
and Hermeneutics” in which he argues that language is “the medium of 
hermeneutic experience”. This begins From the very first paragraph in which 


Gadamer discusses the conversation: 


We say that we "conduct" a conversation, but the more genuine a conversation is, the 
less its conduct lies within the will of either partner. Thus, a genuine conversation is 
never the one that we wanted to conduct. Rather, it is generally more correct to say 
that we fall into conversation, or even that we become involved in it. The way one 
word follows another, with the conversation taking its own twists and reaching its 
own conclusion, may well be conducted in some way, but the partners conversing are 
far less the leaders of it than the led. No one knows in advance what will "come out" 
of a conversation. Understanding or its failure is like an event that happens to us. 
Thus, we can say that something was a good conversation or that it was ill fated. All 
this shows that a conversation has a spirit of its own, and that the language in which 


it is conducted bears its own truth within it—i.e., that it allows something to 
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"emerge" which henceforth exists. 


There seems something very authentic about this for interpretation. It is not a 
knowing the end from the beginning nor it is a Knowing where one will end up. 
Indeed, what role does “knowing” even play in this and so some rationally 
conceived and adjudicated process of verification? Its success or Failure “happens 
to us” and it does so because we are not in control of it. It is not a tame process 
with no stakes - quite the opposite in fact. In talk of something that “emerge[s]” 
Gadamer perhaps even leaves room for us to sneak in Nietzschean Fiction For is not 
the end result something that has been created out of an interactive process, 
something that wasn’t there before and so was fabricated? In this particular 
chapter Gadamer is at pains to emphasise that when it comes to what we in 
language call “understanding” or “agreement” then these are linguistic affairs. 


Interpretation becomes a matter ineluctably wrapped up with language. 


A key part of this is what we understand by “understanding”. In traditional points 
of view this may be a grasping of the reality or actuality of things and so a “getting 
something right” at a metaphysical level or in an epistemological way. This is not 
my view and neither do | think it is necessary. Yet what is meant by 
“understanding” is still important because, in language, we have the concept 
“understanding” which Functions For all alike as something meaningful. It makes a 
difference if something is regarded as understood or not within language. But 


what does it mean? Consider Gadamer when he says the following: 
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the hermeneutic situation in regard to texts is exactly the same as that between two 
people in conversation. Texts are "enduringly fixed expressions of life" that are to be 
understood; and that means that one partner in the hermeneutical conversation, the 
text, speaks only through the other partner, the interpreter. Only through him are the 
written marks changed back into meaning. Nevertheless, in being changed back by 
understanding, the subject matter of which the text speaks itself finds expression. It is 
like a real conversation in that the common subject matter is what binds the two 
partners, the text and the interpreter, to each other. When a translator interprets a 
conversation, he can make mutual understanding possible only if he participates in 
the subject under discussion; so also in relation to a text it is indispensable that the 


interpreter participate in its meaning. 


Here, it is worth noting, | want to be as maximalist as | can when talking about 
“texts”. The world, in this conception, is itself a “text”. A text, in this sense, is a 
system of signs or significances, bare marks out there in the world, which it is our 
task to make sense of (relationally) or which, due to our make up, we must 
evaluate and make meaningful. What Gadamer has just said is that “only through 
the interpreter” - us - are such marks “changed back into meaning”. This is to say 
that they do not mean anything by themselves, it seems to me. It is simply that 
which has a potential to be made meaning of or given value to by beings For which 
such things are of use. Yet in talking about understanding on a conversational 
model Gadamer has put the nature of understanding as a precise answer to a 
question in doubt. This is because sometimes we accept that understanding may 
vary - and we are prepared to entertain another understanding - whilst at yet other 


times we would insist that something has not been understood unless it has been 
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understood in a way that accords with a particular understanding. Conversation 
itself cannot there adjudicate, albeit that it is the means for some peace treaty 
between two interpreters to break out. “Participating in the subject under 
discussion” then seems to mean something like “talking about a subject in ways 
familiar to a fellow interpreter”. Indeed, it is arguable that “understanding” in 
these opening pages of Truth and Method’s Fifth chapter can be glossed as “an 
agreeable familiarity” which Functions as an intersubjectivity. Back to Gadamer 


again: 


Hence the meaning of a text is not to be compared with an immovably and 
obstinately fixed point of view that suggests only one question to the person trying to 
understand it, namely how the other person could have arrived at such an absurd 
opinion. In this sense understanding is certainly not concerned with "understanding 
historically"—i.e., reconstructing the way the text came into being. Rather, one 
intends to understand the text itself. But this means that the interpreter's own 
thoughts too have gone into re-awakening the text's meaning. In this the interpreter's 
own horizon is decisive, yet not as a personal standpoint that he maintains or 
enforces, but more as an opinion and a possibility that one brings into play and puts at 
risk, and that helps one truly to make one's own what the text says. | have described 
this above as a "fusion of horizons." We can now see that this is what takes place in 
conversation, in which something is expressed that is not only mine or my author's, 


but common. 


Here it is important to critique “one intends to understand the text itself” which, | 


think, is NOT to suggest that the text has an inherent meaning. In my view, it does 
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not. Gadamer has already said that the text only speaks through the interpreter. 
What it is to say, | believe, is that interpretation is always about something. It is 
always a claiming and an asserting regarding phenomena. Here Gadamer’s 
phraseology is unfortunate as he talks about “reawakening the text’s meaning” 
when | think he should be talking about its potential for meaning. Voiceless things 
cannot give themselves their own meanings or position themselves where they 
want in value systems. They must be given that meaning by our interpretation, by a 
relating to something else and a use. So Gadamer is back on track when he says 
that “the interpreter’s own horizon is decisive” and right to point out that it is “put 
in play” and “at risk” in doing so and so subject to Forces, and (potential) change, 
that are outside us as interpreters. Here we should remember that although this 
interpretation is, in my view, a Fictionalisation and a fabrication, it is Far from all 
powerful and it is, at its best, a Fundamental attempt to give an honest account of 
phenomena not under the interpreter’s control but which must always be 
interacted with and so understood through interpretation. It is, then, a “making 
one’s own” in this sense and where this exhibits that “agreeable Familiarity” it 
becomes a common understanding where, as Gadamer also _ asserts, 
“understanding and interpretation are ultimately the same thing.” Thus, we arrive 


at this Gadamerian place: 


All understanding is interpretation, and all interpretation takes place in the medium 


of a language that allows the object to come into words and yet is at the same time 


the interpreter's own language. 


480 


For my own purposes here it is important to note that understanding is then a 
linguistic phenomenon rather than being a metaphysical or epistemological 
accomplishment. This happens, as | would say, entirely pragmatically within 
language and is a linguistic understanding rather than being some way in which we 
have “correctly” joined up (with) the world. Understanding is the name for a 
linguistic Function and not the realisation of a metaphysical or epistemological 
achievement. It may be pictured conversationally, as Gadamer often wants to, and 
in that it is an interactional phenomenon between that which interprets and that 
which is to be interpreted. It is understood through the medium of language which 
is equally not to say that things happen as linguistically understood, something 
Nietzsche had already wished to remind us of earlier in this book in pointing out 
the Fiction of the subject and our tendency to imagine grammar as a reflection of 
reality. In my understanding of language it serves a pragmatic Function rather than 
a representational or corresponding one, as you might expect those quoting Rorty, 


Derrida, Fish, Gadamer and, indeed, Nietzsche with favour to suggest. 


Ds 

A philosopher deeply influenced by Gadamer and, indeed, by Nietzsche is the 
Italian Gianni Vattimo. In his book Beyond Interpretation he wants to sharpen the 
pencil of Hermeneutics which he regards as having become blunt and inefficient 
due to its wide background acceptance in cultural thought in the West. Here it is a 
matter of restating what Hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation, is actually 
about and what its unique calling is in human thought. Vattimo wants to do this 
along what he calls a “Heidegger-Gadamer axis” which is to say that he takes the 


agendas of these two hermeneutic thinkers as indicative of the core hermeneutic 
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agenda. These are, in turn, Being and Language or ontology and linguisticality. | 
must admit, perhaps sticking more closely to my reading of Nietzsche than Vattimo 
is prepared to do under the sway of Heidegger, that | am not totally onside with 
the emphasis on “Being” here, something | believe Nietzsche puts fundamentally in 
doubt (as others here in this section, primarily Derrida, do too) in Favour of 
“becoming”. Therefore, besides pointing to the rest of this section of my book, in 
which Nietzsche and his interest in becoming will be directly addressed again, | 
intend to discuss Vattimo skeptically inasmuch as he wants to keep Being around. 


We begin with what he calls “the nihilistic vocation of hermeneutics.” 


Vattimo begins his discussion with a narrative about truth as interpretation: 


That each experience of truth is an experience of interpretation is almost a truism in 
today's culture. As a thesis, it represents the outcome not only of early twentieth- 
century existentialism, but also of earlier neo-Kantianism, phenomenology and even 
of neo-positivist and analytic thought. If propositions may be verified or falsified by 
the conformity or otherwise of statements to states of things, this is only possible, in 
Heideggerian terms, because both statement and thing are in a relation originally 
made possible by an ‘opening’ that is not itself the object of a description that can be 
verified or falsified other than by placing it within an opening that is 'superior'’, more 
original etc... one can in fact regard - still with Heidegger - every experience of truth 
as an interpretative articulation of a pre-understanding in which we all find ourselves 
by virtue of the very fact of existing as Being-in-the-world, and yet maintain that the 
pre-understanding be structural and constitutive of our humanity as such, of a reason 


the same for all (like the forms of the Kantian transcendental a priori). 


482 


So far, so Heideggerian within an explicitly philosophical narrative. The item of 
note to those unfamiliar with such a narrative is the idea of the “opening” which, 
together with the notion of “horizons”, is key to interpretation along the 
“Heidegger-Gadamer axis” Vattimo wants to plot in his interpretation talk. It helps 
if we do not think of these in epistemological ways that are to do with “grounding” 
since this, as we will see, is exactly the point at issue, particularly our inability to 
“ground grounding”. Here we will see in Vattimo an either/or which has 
hermeneutics, interpretation, on one side and metaphysics or epistemology, 
together with what those things motivate, knowledge, understanding, 
explanation, “truth”, on the other. Interpretation, we may say, at least in the 
hermeneutic stream of thought that Vattimo pursues here, sees itself as no more 
than an interpretation. It does not see itself as explaining the way the world is. 


Interpretation is not a ground. As Vattimo suggests: 


[Hermeneutics] cannot think of itself metaphysically as a description of one objective 
structure of existence amongst others, but only as a response to a sending, to what 


Heidegger calls a Ge-Schick. 


Hermeneutics is, thus, “the philosophical theory of the interpretative character of 
every experience of truth” for Vattimo and it is lucid about this in his thinking, it is 
consciously post Nietzsche’s “death of God” in which the being that guarantees all 
being is no more. Such a God is now a lie and “the God that has served as this 
principle of stability and reassurance is also the one that has always forbidden the 
lie; so it is to obey him that the faithful have forsworn even that lie which he is 


himself: it is the faithful that have killed God.” But where does this conscious 
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lucidity about God's death leave us? Where are we if we recognise our 
interpretations are interpretation and that our truth is interpretation? Vattimo 


muses: 


This ‘logic' may be encapsulated in the statement that there can be no recognition of 
the essentially interpretative character of the experience of the true without the 
death of God and without the fabling of the world or, which amounts to the same 
thing, of Being. In short, it seems impossible to prove the truth of hermeneutics other 
than by presenting it as the response to a history of Being interpreted as the 
occurrence of nihilism. In fact if hermeneutics is not accepted as a comfortable meta- 
theory of the universality of interpretative phenomena, as a sort of view from 
nowhere of the perennial conflict, of play, of interpretations, the (only, | believe) 
alternative is to think of the philosophy of interpretation as the final stage in a series 
of events (theories, vast social and cultural transformations, technologies and 
scientific ‘discoveries’), as the conclusion of a history we feel unable to tell (interpret) 


except in the terms of nihilism that we find for the first time in Nietzsche. 


And so: 


the 'proof' that hermeneutics offers of its own theory is itself a history, both in the 
sense of res gestae (‘things done’) and in the sense of historia rerum gestarum (history 
of things done), and perhaps also in the sense of ‘fable’ or myth, in that it presents 
itself as an interpretation (whose claim to validity is such as will even present itself as 
a competing interpretation that belies it) and not as an objective description of the 


facts. 
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Now it might be argued that such a theory is based on quite thin evidence if it is to 
be based on a history, a narrative, as Vattimo suggests here. But he is not blind to 


this. Indeed: 


It is all too easy to object that seeking to ‘prove’ hermeneutics by an appeal to 
evidence as broad, general and vague as the nihilistic history of modernity risks 

having no persuasive value whatsoever, given the generic character of the ideas in 
play. In reply, | will just say that the appeal to modernity, or to the (same) history of 
nihilism, is no more vague or arbitrary than, let's say, the empiricist reference to 
immediate experience or the phenomenological reference to the Lebenswelt: or even 
than grounding the meaning of propositions on facts about atomic structure gathered 


by the senses. 


These are, as Far as | am concerned, and perhaps as far as Vattimo is concerned, all 
equally Fictions. That one vocabulary claims to interact with the world more 
accurately can be seen merely as a function of its own Fiction. We are all playing 
the fictive game here and what counts internally to each argument is what matters 
for that argument. Every position has its Facts and interpretations which are the 
inarguables, the points which must be supported and justified, the pivots around 
which everything else turns, the things which generate the questions that are 
internally important from the position inhabited. In the hermeneutic outlook that 


ay 


Vattimo puts forward one of these he suggests is “'What becomes of Being in a 
thinking aware that it cannot identify truth with the objectivity of objects 
established by (allegedly) direct experience or by positive-scientific method?” His 


answer is as follows: 
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In the first place, one will at the very least have to speak of Being not in terms of an 
object or state of affairs, but in terms of 'event', as Heidegger says. Indeed, according 
to Derrida - whose premisses, and perhaps this explains his position, are more 
phenomenological than ontologico-existential - one must no longer speak of Being at 


all. 


Without getting deeply into the juju of Derridean analysis or purposes, about 
which | must plead sincerely | have no time to discuss them at length, | must say 
that | agree with Vattimo’s Derrida here even if Vattimo himself does not. | put it 
down to Vattimo’s attachment to Heidegger, who has a vocabulary all about Being, 
and so in some way seems attached to it as a subject. Yet if we are appropriately 
Nietzschean, as | have decided to be in this book, and as | will be again shortly in 
this very section of the book, we will see that he seems to eschew Being for 
becoming instead. This, it seems to me, is something Vattimo wants to resist and 
with it he resists the Nietzschean idea, if | may trail it ahead of the fuller discussion 
below, that language is not appropriate to becoming: language is a thing more 
appropriate to Being. Yet if we are going to talk about Being’s capitulation, or its 
oblivion, we then need to ask how appropriate language will be to what is left or if, 
in Fact, language has not been a medium inscribing Being, imbuing things with 


Being, all along. 


This is very much a hermeneutic concern for it cuts right to the heart of the issue 
which is to ask about our form of life and to recognise it as a Form of life to begin 
with. It is a Fully Nietzschean proposition, for example in the opening to “On Truth 


and Lying in A Non-Moral Sense”, that human beings live a Form of life but it is not 
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then immediately apparent that that gives them carte blanche to start 
pontificating about Being. Surely, we might imagine, they could only talk about 
themselves and their experience? Cognition, as Nietzsche notes in the very same 
place, does indeed puff up those who pretend to possess it. Vattimo, however, 
under a Heideggerian influence, seems to want to resist this and, thus, he talks 
about hermeneutics as “a narrative of the meaning of Being”. This makes me cringe 
a little inside. It seems contrary to a very Nietzschean “devaluation of the highest 
values” of which Being must surely be the highest as encapsulated in the Cartesian 


no 


“| think, therefore | am.” “I am” is precisely the problem Nietzsche diagnoses and | 
am not sure how a “narrative of the meaning of Being” helps here. Vattimo’s 
problematic is that he must relate Nietzsche's nihilism to Heidegger's ontological 
Focus and he seems to me to go too Far towards Heidegger in doing so, albeit that 
this results in what he calls “a weakening of Being” which might be depicted as 


Heidegger heading in Nietzsche’s direction in Vattimo’s interpretation. Thus, 


Vattimo can say: 


| propose the history of Being as the story of a ‘long goodbye’, of an interminable 
weakening of Being. In this case, the overcoming of Being is understood only as a 
recollection of the oblivion of Being, never as making Being present again, nor even as 


a term that always lies beyond every formulation. 


Yet here the being/becoming question still remains apparent and Vattimo 


recognises this when he asks: 
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If we concede that truth is interpretation, that each confirmation or falsification of a 
proposition can occur only within the horizon of a prior opening, not transcendental 


but inherited, must we ‘logically’ proceed to the point of nihilism? 


| have an answer to this, one different From that which Vattimo gives, in which he 
insists we must talk about being. Nietzsche, as | read him, wants to stop doing this 
and talk about - or struggle to talk about, or find that talk about is not possible in 
relation to - becoming. See my seventh philosopher below for what | regard as 
Nietzsche’s answer to Vattimo on this question which he himself raises at the end 


of his first chapter. 


Yet we have still not addressed in Vattimo the question with which | begun 
discussing him, the matter of “the truth of hermeneutics”. Vattimo has an 
appendix which deals explicitly with this and which interacts with Gadamer and 
Rorty, two notables | have made mention of myself here, substantially. Here 
Vattimo glosses Rorty’s First book, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, in the 


Following interesting way: 


Epistemology is the construction of a body of rigorous knowledge and the solution of 
problems in the light of paradigms that lay down the rules for the verification of 

propositions; to be sure, these rules do not necessarily imply that whoever follows 
them gives a truthful account of how things are, but at least they do not exclude it. 
Moreover, they allow a conception of science and a scientific practice to survive that 
are for the most part in harmony with the traditional metaphysical vision of the 


correspondence between proposition and thing. Hermeneutics, by contrast, unfolds in 
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the encounter with different paradigmatic horizons. Resisting evaluation on the basis 
of any correspondence (to rules or, ultimately, to the thing), such horizons manifest 
themselves as 'poetic' proposals of other worlds, of the institution of different rules - 


within which another ‘epistemology' is in force. 


This becomes for Vattimo another way into “the hermeneutic doctrine of truth as 


opening” which consists of a “dwelling”. As Vattimo explains: 


If it is not (thought as) the incontrovertible givenness of an object held in a clear and 
distinct idea and adequately described in a proposition that faithfully reflects that 
idea - which is (perhaps) possible only within a horizon, an opening to the thing that 
institutes every possible criterion of conformity of the proposition (to the thing, or at 
least to the rules of language) - then the truth of the opening can, it seems, only be 
thought on the basis of the metaphor of dwelling. At bottom, this is the case not only 
for Gadamer, but for Rorty as well: | can do epistemology, | can formulate 
propositions that are valid according to certain rules, only on the condition that | 
dwell in a determinate linguistic universe or paradigm. It is ‘'dwelling' that is the first 
condition of my saying the truth. But | cannot describe it as a universal, structural and 
stable condition, for historical experience (and lately that of the history of science as 
well) evinces the irreducibility of heterogeneous paradigms and cultural universes, 
and moreover (independently of this first, and possibly problematic, reason) in order 
to describe the opening as a stable structure, | would need a criterion of conformity, 
which would then be the more original opening. It is in terms of dwelling, therefore, 
that | shall speak of truth as opening (which | call truth because, like rules regarding 


individual propositions, it is the first condition of every particular truth). 
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As explanation of “dwelling” Vattimo further adds: 


Dwelling implies, rather, an interpretative belonging which involves both consensus 
and the possibility of critical activity: not for nothing, one might add (to be critical of 
the optimism of this conception), do modern dictatorships give an ever greater place 
to techniques for the organization of consensus. Dominion through consensus is more 
secure and more stable. Nevertheless, there is a certain difference from pure 
constriction established here which perhaps humanizes the exercise of despotic 
power. It certainly recognizes, albeit paradoxically, the decisive significance of a 
conscious adhesion (or at least what is taken for such) to a tradition, and the always 
active interpretative character of staying in a tradition. As a metaphor for speaking of 
hermeneutic truth, dwelling might best be understood as though one were dwelling in 
a library; whereas the idea of truth as correspondence conceives of knowledge of the 
true as the possession of an ‘object’ by way of an adequate representation, the truth 
of dwelling is by contrast the competence of the librarian who does not possess 
entirely, in a single act of transparent comprehension, all of the contents of all of the 
books amongst which he lives, nor even the first principles upon which the contents 
depend. One cannot compare such knowledge-possession through the command of 
first principles to the competence of librarianship, which knows where to look 
because it knows how the volumes are classified and is also acquainted with The 


‘subject catalogue’. 


This library metaphor is most felicitous and may remind you of Rorty’s somewhat 


similar, literary metaphor of the encyclopedia above. But it should also remind 


readers of what Fish, in blatantly much clearer language for those unacquainted 
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with the intricacies, history and detail of European hermeneutic philosophy over 
the last 200 years, said about speech or expression as being situated, rhetorical 
and partisan for this, as | read it, are the major consequences of this theory of 


“dwelling”. Here, once more in Heideggerian hermeneutic guise: 


thrownness in a historical opening is always inseparable from an active participation 


in its constitution, its creative interpretation and transformation. 


What Vattimo is saying, after his hermeneutic forebears, is that people are thrown 
into a position in life and, being so thrown, they are thereafter constitutive of it 
and where it goes in active, creative and transformative senses by means of... 
interpretation. This is the same as Fish saying, which he did several pages back, 
that “language... is infected by partisan agendas and desires, and therefore colors 
and distorts the Facts which it purports to reflect.” Yet this is not a “ground”, a 
vestige of the “metaphysics of presence”, as both the hermeneutic Vattimo and 
the anti-Foundational Fish would agree, not least because, in hermeneutic 
recitation such as Vattimo’s and Heidegger's after Nietzsche, metaphysics must 


evolve into nihilism. As Vattimo states: 


It was the impossibility of continuing to think Being in terms of Grund that inspired 
Heidegger's critique of truth as correspondence, which could not have been moved by 
the desire to find a more adequate description than that handed down by 


metaphysics. 
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OF course, here often those of hermeneutic or anti-foundational disposition may 


be accused of making truth up instead. Yet, as Vattimo makes clear: 


One cannot knowingly construct myth, one cannot (not because one should not, but 
because it cannot be done) artificially assume (after the critique of ideology, after 


historicism, after Nietzsche) a '‘natural' attitude. 


Such a “natural attitude” is the elision of properly interpretive Fiction as | am here 
promoting with the metaphysics that | am not in some imagined “natural” 
explanation of the way things are. Yet it is not the claim of those doing 
hermeneutics to provide an explanation or to pronounce on “the way things are”. 


Indeed, as Vattimo will Further elucidate: 


The problem of truth as opening is posed in a way from which we cannot prescind, 
and, that is, as a problem of opening as truth; for, once again, not to consider the 
historical-cultural (or, with Heidegger, the ontologico-destinal) condition into which 
we are thrown to be a problem of truth means to take it, more or less consciously) as 
a brute fact, whose inevitable reduction to an effect of force (truth as ‘will to power’) 
is merely a sign of its remaining within the sphere of a metaphysics of foundations; a 
prisoner once more of Grund as the ultimate instance beyond which one does not go 
and which silences all questioning and thereby closes the discourse. Thus we cannot 
help but pose the problem of opening (why and for what reasons should we decide to 
take the world as being identical to our historical description of it, which in the 
meantime, as a result of the evolution of metaphysics into nihilism, has appeared to 


us as such), and we cannot help but (that is we must) pose the problem of opening in 
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terms of truth. If we do not, we shall end up still taking it to be a brute fact, a Grund. 


| quote this not because | necessarily agree with it - in Fact, | don’t - but simply to 
illustrate the issue of ground with which Vattimo, as others of a hermeneutic 
persuasion, have an issue. Vattimo is, | think, right to contend that what truth 
Functions as for someone of a hermeneutic persuasion is a matter of interest. It is, 
when all is said and done, one reason why this book exists. But we should, | Further 
contend, question whether he is equally right to argue that “truth as will to power” 
is yet more metaphysics or whether this is, instead, a manifestation of his own 
consciousness of metaphysics where someone such as Rorty would simply change 
the subject or where I, as in previous books, would speak of “being-in-the-midst”, in 
which being is never “a thing” but, rather, a relational-interactional-holistic 
conception of a groundless existence. | am not at all sure that Nietzsche thought 
“will to power” was a ground neither am | sure that | think it is either. In Fact, in 
light of my further comments on Nietzsche shortly, | would say that | do not. This is 
because it seems to me that we are recursively always subject to an aesthetic taste 
For a kind of reality - perhaps because it is a Feature of our language - which has a 
bias towards predication. Predication, as will be pointed out below, is the language 
of being rather than of the becoming Nietzsche prefers to promote. That said, 
perhaps always having an anxiety about “ground” is simply a feature of our “social 


consciousness” as constructed in and through language. 


Yet it seems to me that there is a further metaphysical remnant in what Vattimo 


says in this last quoted paragraph for it seems to hanker after some Final answer, 


some final answer that may be thought of as substance or presence itself. 
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Questions, we think, must be subject to some final answer which we will call 
knowing or understanding or explaining, in a metaphysical frame of reference in 
which truth is an end as in a stopping of the conversation. Yet if this 
metaphysicality is not given, as Vattimo and Nietzsche would both agree, then 
neither can it be made. If a ground is “not there” then neither can it be “put there”. 
Instead, we must Fall back into the play of language which Gadamer, Rorty and the 
later Wittgenstein would assent to in their differing ways and embrace the title of 
a book by Lee Braver on Heidegger and Wittgenstein, that title being “Groundless 
Grounds”. This is, at the end of the day, the realisation that contingent human 
language fails to provide final answers. It only ever provides groundless, 
contingent, temporary, Fictional and interpretive ones, ones that, having been 
made, will need to be made again. The conversation in an antimetaphysical, 
antiepistemological world never stops. The final answer, this further moment of 
metaphysics, never arrives. Interpretation, then, is a situation you are thrown into 
but which, as long as you live, you do not throw off. Thus truth, whatever we 
describe it as, as a matter of interpretation, never escapes being interpretation. 
Inasmuch as Vattimo goes along with this, For all his attachment to Heidegger's 


vocabulary of Being, then it can be consented to. 


6. 

| move now to discuss the thought of the American William James - which should 
come as a relief after the quagmire of sometimes obtuse hermeneutic arguments 
we have just been through. With James we move to someone who judged himself 
empiricist and pragmatist regarding truth which is to say that he thought 


something called truth was achievable but that he did not think himself always 
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able to be certain when he had it and when he did not. Dotted throughout his 
essays and books - many of which were first given as sets of lectures - James 
elucidates upon these empiricist and pragmatic “attitudes of orientation” as he 
puts it in his book Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking. There, 


For example: 


the pragmatic method means: THE ATTITUDE OF LOOKING AWAY FROM FIRST 
THINGS, PRINCIPLES, ‘CATEGORIES,’ SUPPOSED NECESSITIES; AND OF LOOKING 


TOWARDS LAST THINGS, FRUITS, CONSEQUENCES, FACTS. 


And 


IDEAS (WHICH THEMSELVES ARE BUT PARTS OF OUR EXPERIENCE) BECOME TRUE 
JUST IN SO FAR AS THEY HELP US TO GET INTO SATISFACTORY RELATION WITH 


OTHER PARTS OF OUR EXPERIENCE. 


Therefore: 


A new opinion counts as ‘'true' just in proportion as it gratifies the individual's desire 
to assimilate the novel in his experience to his beliefs in stock. It must both lean on old 
truth and grasp new fact; and its success (as | said a moment ago) in doing this, is a 
matter for the individual's appreciation. When old truth grows, then, by new truth's 
addition, it is for subjective reasons. We are in the process and obey the reasons. That 
new idea is truest which performs most felicitously its function of satisfying our 


double urgency. It makes itself true, gets itself classed as true, by the way it works; 
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grafting itself then upon the ancient body of truth, which thus grows much as a tree 


grows by the activity of a new layer of cambium. 


And so: 


THE TRUE IS THE NAME OF WHATEVER PROVES ITSELF TO BE GOOD IN THE WAY OF 


BELIEF, AND GOOD, TOO, FOR DEFINITE, ASSIGNABLE REASONS. 


As James recapitulates this in a later book, The Meaning of Truth: 


THE TRUE, to put it very briefly, Is ONLY THE EXPEDIENT IN THE WAY OF OUR 
THINKING, JUST AS THE RIGHT IS ONLY THE EXPEDIENT IN THE WAY OF OUR 
BEHAVING. Expedient in almost any fashion, and expedient in the long run and on the 
whole, of course; for what meets expediently all the experience in sight won't 
necessarily meet all farther experiences equally satisfactorily. Experience, as we 


know, has ways of BOILING OVER, and making us correct our present formulas. 


These are clearly pragmatic orientations to the matter of truth carried out on the 
basis of Felt human experience within the context of beings with rationality. But 
James does not want to go too far in granting rationality the controlling interest, 
something he shows very clearly in his essay The Will to Believe which was 
published in 1896. There he notes that even dyed in the wool rationalists who are 
concerned with what is “lawful philosophically” give every impression of being 
“chock Full of some Faith or other themselves” which is to say that they seem to 


exhibit some pre-rational or even non-rational passion or desire their public creeds 
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would not admit to. In this essay For James it very much becomes a matter of both 
accounting for the Felt contents of the human being and countering a rationalism 
which argues that in our apprehension of the world (which is in the present book 
called ‘interpretation’) we can both have, and know we have, truth. Here a large 
part of the argument is taken up with James baldly displaying to the world the Fact 
that people believe innumerable contradictory things between themselves. He 
also notes that although “objective evidence and certitude”, on some metaphysical 


basis, are no doubt very Fine ideals: 


where on this moonlit and dream-visited planet are they found? | am, therefore, 
myself a complete empiricist so far as my theory of human knowledge goes. | live, to 
be sure, by the practical faith that we must go on experiencing and thinking over our 
experience, for only thus can our opinions grow more true; but to hold any one of 
them--/| absolutely do not care which--as if it never could be reinterpretable or 
corrigible, | believe to be a tremendously mistaken attitude, and I think that the whole 


history of philosophy will bear me out. 


He, thus, rejects an absolutist rationalism entirely when he states: 


there is indeed nothing which someone has not thought absolutely true, while his 
neighbor deemed it absolutely false; and not an absolutist among them seems ever to 
have considered that the trouble may all the time be essential, and that the intellect, 
even with truth directly in its grasp, may have no infallible signal for knowing whether 


it be truth or no. 


497 


James mentions “our passional nature” a lot in The Will to Believe. He concedes 
that as “our non-intellectual nature” (Nietzsche's talk of “drives” here is perhaps 
better suited) it “does influence our convictions”. But this is not to suggest that 
James has found a perspicuity on matters that others have not. He further 


concedes that: 


Our belief in truth itself, for instance, that there is a truth, and that our minds and it 
are made for each other,--what is it but a passionate affirmation of desire, in which 
our social system backs us up? We want to have a truth; we want to believe that our 
experiments and studies and discussions must put us in a continually better and better 
position towards it; and on this line we agree to fight out our thinking lives. But if a 
pyrrhonistic sceptic asks us how we know all this, can our logic find a reply? No! 
certainly it cannot. It is just one volition against another,--we willing to go in for life 


upon a trust or assumption which he, for his part, does not care to make. 


Such a statement strikes an immediately more Nietzschean tone with talk of “one 


volition against another”. Nevertheless: 


if any one should thereupon assume that intellectual insight is what remains after 
wish and will and sentimental preference have taken wing, or that pure reason is 


what then settles our opinions, he would fly quite as directly in the teeth of the facts. 


Yet after these observations James makes a truly pragmatic assertion, and one 


which seems to interpret more than merely intellectual matters or considerations, 


For he states that: 
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As arule we disbelieve all facts and theories for which we have no use. 


Why would this be? Can it be regarded as something significant for the operation 
of the human organism as a whole? Interpreting such a comment in a Nietzschean 
manner this must surely be the case. It is suggestive of the Fact that the human 
being is unconcerned with that for which it has no use and that, in accordance with 
the Nietzschean findings about truth in On Truth and Lying in An Extra-Moral 
Sense forwards throughout the Nietzschean canon, human beings are only 
concerned with “useful truth” rather than with any imagined pure or abstract Form 
thereof. With this, it seems to me, James would entirely agree and so this is not, is 
never, a matter of an absolutist’s or epistemologist’s abstract “certainty” because 
such a thing is neither of pragmatic interest to us nor is it there to find. Therefore, 


For example: 


To claim that certain truths now possess [objective evidence], is simply to say that 
when you think them true and they are true, then their evidence is objective, 
otherwise it is not. But practically one's conviction that the evidence one goes by is of 


the real objective brand, is only one more subjective opinion added to the lot. 


In this James’ “pragmatic attitude” is very important with its focus on 
consequential ends rather than first principles. James, as an example of his kind, is 
accordingly strictly not interested in getting the world right, in the sense of 
Finished or completed, so much as with what works in practice as life goes on. As 


he states in The Will to Believe using the empiricist label of himself: 
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lt matters not to an empiricist from what quarter an hypothesis may come to him: he 
may have acquired it by fair means or by foul; passion may have whispered or accident 
suggested it; but if the total drift of thinking continues to confirm it, that is what he 


means by its being true. 


In my mind this is Fairly compatible, in other language of course, with the views of 
Nietzsche about the human organism and its drives which seeks their satiation, 
their Feeling of strength and growth, in interaction with the world. It is a matter of 
interaction and a pay off, a pay off which keeps continuing to pay off. IF it does not, 
its value will go down. IF it does, its value will remain high for the purposes to 
which it is being put, or, rather, for the services it is rendering to that which 
interprets. But, of course, it is not the case that the human organism knows the 
difference between Falsehood and veracity in its interpreting activity. It does not 
and James says as much when he states that “Biologically considered, our minds 
are as ready to grind out falsehood as veracity”. So here the pragmatic motto 
“good in the way of belief” should not be interpreted as some transcendental 
discovery or some connecting up with the essentially or eternally good. It is a 
pragmatic maxim, pragmatically meant in terms of its perceived beneficial 
consequences for that which interprets. Nothing extra-human is intended or 


implied. 


The end of James’ essay “The Will to Believe” is famous For the maxim “we have a 
right to believe at our own risk any hypothesis that is live enough to tempt our 
will”. This is a maxim which puts the onus entirely on the interpreter but on an 


interpreter not parsed as merely a rational animal but as one who is a mixture of 
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rationality and passional or volitional components. Here, when James talks of 
“living options” as those which “the intellect cannot by itself resolve” it seems to 
me that he both downplays the role of the intellect but simultaneously raises the 
profile of Further, other faculties, such as those things “passional and volitional” as 
a consequence. Who, indeed, can say why something seems important to 
themselves or why a certain outcome feels more beneficial or of import than 
another? Whilst it will always remain true that reasons can usually be provided in 
support of beliefs held or attitudes taken up, it is not necessarily also the case that 
the intellect was the originator of such a Feeling or intuition. So it remains the case, 


as James indicates, that: 


If we had an infallible intellect with its objective certitudes, we might feel ourselves 
disloyal to such a perfect organ of knowledge in not trusting to it exclusively, in not 
waiting for its releasing word. But if we are empiricists [pragmatists], if we believe 
that no bell in us tolls to let us know for certain when truth is in our grasp, then it 
seems a piece of idle fantasticality to preach so solemnly our duty of waiting for the 


bell. 


re 

With this comment we pass onto our seventh and Final philosopher in this section. 
Pretty much all of the previous philosophers | have interacted with here are, some 
very self-consciously, post-Nietzschean philosophers. The one exception is the just 
mentioned William James who was a broad contemporary. But it is inevitable that 
in this section on interpretation | must come back to this philosopher of “the 


ubiquity of interpretation” - as Babette Babich puts it - for a third time and so, to 
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round this section on interpretation off, it is back to Nietzsche himself. In his 
philosophy Nietzsche provides the biological and physiological guts of 
interpretation and he finds physical and organic reasons for its existence that go 
beyond, For example, the rational, volitional and passional of William James. This, | 
believe, is their ultimate strength for Nietzsche bases interpretation in life rather 
than making it some necessary instrument of a Fictional and very metaphysical 
world. For Nietzsche interpretation is not a part of the mechanics of how we 
imagine to know something; rather, it is who we are, it is what we are. So it is very 
important to get it understood from the off that this is not so much a matter of 
theory as it is of a form of life, an observation that would accord with such a 
notable as the later Wittgenstein when speaking about language, for example, but 


which | do not have space to go into Further here. 


Instead, let us return once more to The Will to Power and those “principles of a new 
evaluation”. We are now in the second section thereof, headed “The Will to Power 
in Nature” and we will be working backwards through this section in order to 
interpret the biological thinking contained within it. The Final note here, note 715, 


begins thus: 


“The standpoint of “value” is the standpoint of conditions of preservation and 


enhancement for complex forms of relative life-duration within the flux of becoming.” 


Later in the note he continues: 
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“Value” is essentially the standpoint for the increase or decrease of these dominating 
centers ( “multiplicities” in any case; but “units” are nowhere present in the nature of 
becoming). Linguistic means of expression are useless for expressing “becoming”, it 
accords with our inevitable need to preserve ourselves to posit a crude world of 


stability, of “things,” etc. 


He concludes this note and the whole section by saying: 


“There is no will: there are treaty drafts of will that are constantly increasing or losing 


their power.” 


There are several points to note here which | hope will become clearer as we work 
backwards through Nietzsche’s notes. But let us here start by noting that 
Nietzsche is speaking about “value” which is about life and its effects upon life, 
particularly a matter of its “increase or decrease”. We are also, fundamentally, ina 
world of “becoming” and not of “being”, contra the vocabulary, if not the interests, 
of Heidegger, of which we see traces in Vattimo who was discussed above, a world 
For which language is ill-suited but which corresponds to “our inevitable need” For 
a “crude world of stability”. Here, already, is a very big hint that such a world is a 
Fiction, a matter of interpretation. It is a matter of “need” rather than of reality; it 
is not a matter of having a unique perspicuity which delineates reality in all its 
actuality. We are valuing and evaluating creatures in a world of becoming, we are 
“dominating multiplicities’. We go back to note 711 to expand upon this 


interpretation: 
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Where the point of view of “value” is inadmissible:-— That in the “process of the 
totality” the labour of man is of no account, because a total process (considered as a 
system— ) does not exist at all; that there is no “totality” ; that no evaluation of 
human existence, of human aims, can be made in regard to something that does not 
exist; that “necessity,” “causality,” “purposiveness,” are useful unrealities; that not 
“increase in consciousness” is the aim, but enhancement of power—and in this 
enhancement the utility of consciousness is included; the same applies to pleasure and 
displeasure; that one does not take the means as the supreme measure of value 


(therefore not states of consciousness, such as pleasure and pain, if becoming 


conscious itself is only ameans— ); that the world is not an organism at all, but chaos; 


The key phrase here for me is “useful unrealities” - in German, nutzliche 
Scheinbarkeiten. Here “Scheinbarkeiten” could reasonably be rendered 
“appearances” but | find the translation used in the English text edited by 
Kaufmann, whether it is Kaufmann’s or Hollingdale’s translation, the more inspired 
for it is part of Nietzsche’s point that the things we posit are not things that exist. 
“Reality”, thus used, is entirely an imposition upon the flux of events, the flux of 
becoming. So there is no totality, no “metaphysical world”, and so no valuation that 
can be made or given in regard to such non-existent things, an interpretation which 
puts necessity, causality and purpose in a completely different light as well and 
which questions an epistemology of morality - or anything else - at a Fundamental 
level. Value is here tied to “enhancement of power” rather than knowledge of non- 
existent, albeit imagined, things. The world, thinks Nietzsche, is chaos, a chaos of 
becoming, and evaluation is a physiological tool at our disposal - but not in relation 


to things we have invented that do not exist. 
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At the bottom of all this, of course, is the notion of the will to power, the idea that 
in our biology are elements that simply want to increase and overcome. Indeed, in 
its basic form, this is the entirety of Nietzsche’s conception and the birthplace of 
the concatenation of drives. Thus, with such a basic conception of the human 
organism, Nietzsche is often wary of confusing means with ends. This applies to 
consciousness, to pleasure and also even to life itself - all are means. None of these 
things are the point. They are merely means. Indeed, this idea of “the point”, of 
teleology, is often criticised by Nietzsche as itis, rolling back a little Further, in note 


708 where he states: 


If the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that state would have been reached. 
The sole fundamental fact, however, is that it does not aim at a final state; and every 
philosophy and scientific hypothesis (e.g., mechanistic theory) which necessitates such 


a final state is refuted by this fundamental fact. 


So Nietzsche, taking note of this Fact, pursues a different path which aims to 


recognise this: 


| seek a conception of the world that takes this fact into account. Becoming must be 
explained without recourse to final intentions; becoming must appear justified at 
every moment (or incapable of being evaluated; which amounts to the same thing); 
the present must absolutely not be justified by reference to a future, nor the past by 
reference to the present. “Necessity” not in the shape of an overreaching, dominating 
total force, or that of a prime mover; even less as a necessary condition for something 


valuable. To this end it is necessary to deny a total consciousness of becoming, a 
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“God,” to avoid bringing all events under the aegis of a being who feels and knows but 
does not will: “God” is useless if he does not want anything, and moreover this means 
positing a summation of displeasure and unlogic which would debase the total value 


of “becoming.” 


The point is that if the world is a matter of becoming and not being then being 
becomes the problem. (To be fair to Heidegger and Vattimo, mentioned above, 
both wonder at the possibility of Being’s obliteration or our inability to talk about 
it.) “Is”, the predicate, becomes the problem and we see how in note 715 Nietzsche 
was right to point out how language, which is constantly predicative, is so ill-suited 
to a world of becoming with its “final intentions” and its desire to give Fixed and 
Final valuations of things, to invent stability. Language is pragmatic but in using it 
we Forget this - as Nietzsche so pertinently pointed out in “On Truth and Lying inA 
Non-Moral Sense” in 1873 - and, instead, we use it to imagine something static and 
stable - in error. But this also means that if we evaluate by such a scheme we are 
also making a grave error as well. Which is why Nietzsche despises Christianity so 
much for that is exactly what it has done. God, in this scheme, is one putative 
guarantor of such a scheme’s value, the ultimate “being” that guarantees all being. 


Yet: 


one must admit nothing that has being— because then becoming would lose its value 
and actually appear meaningless and superfluous... one realizes that this hypothesis 
of beings is the source of all world-defamation (— the “better world,” the “true 


world,” the “world beyond,” the “thing-in-itself.” ) 
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And so: 


1. Becoming does not aim at a final state, does not flow into “being.” 

2. Becoming is not a merely apparent state; perhaps the world of beings is mere 
appearance. 

3. Becoming is of equivalent value every moment; the sum of its values always 
remains the same; in other words, it has no value at all, for anything against which to 
measure it, and in relation to which the word “value” would have meaning, is lacking. 


The total value of the world cannot be evaluated; 


Here Nietzsche dissolves a totalising valuation of the world based in a world of 
being which is, perhaps, “mere appearance”. In comparison, the world of becoming, 
a world which “does not aim at a Final state”, cannot be valued as a totality, such a 
totality being lacking. In terms of interpretation, this is to pull the legs out From 
under many traditional conceptions of it which were, necessarily, about matching 
up to a totality Nietzsche has now pronounced inauthentic and illusory. Where 
interpretation has been a matter of such totalising valuations, Nietzsche now 
pronounces it invalid. Indeed, is he not here even hinting at the invalidity of 
predication, and so of being, itself - not as a procedure, which may remain 
pragmatically necessary, but as a value? Being is “world-defamation” rather than a 
recognition or infusion of its (inherent) value. In fact, here value is not inherent at 
all for such a value is only something that something with being could have, a 


being that defames that which becomes. 


507 


We skip back to note 704 where Nietzsche provides us with an inspired insight and 


a metaphor for this dissolution of being (and so its value): 


How does it happen that the basic articles of faith in psychology are one and all the 
most arrant misrepresentations and counterfeits? “Man strives after happiness,” e.g. 
— how much of that is true? In order to understand what “life” is, what kind of 
striving and tension life is, the formula must apply as well to trees and plants as to 
animals. “What does a plant strive after?’— but here we have already invented a false 
unity which does not exist: the fact of a millionfold growth with individual and semi- 
individual initiatives is concealed and denied if we begin by positing a crude unity 


“plant.” 


It is hard to overestimate the importance of this point. The concept “plant” is 
exactly that: a concept. The thing you see in Front of you is called a plant but what 
a plant is is not what we conceive it to be - which is merely a poor denominative 
shorthand. The concept plant is some kind of falsification based in numerous 
prejudices such as that it is even “an object” in the first place. Any plant is 
inevitably connected to the earth and so is not, is never, “an object” to begin with 
simply because it is always connected to the rest of the earth as a condition of its 
existence. But consider what is going on inside the plant and what makes it up. It 
has roots, a stem, perhaps leaves or petals, it has systems inside itself so that 
nutrition may Flow throughout it. None of this is, was or ever will be rationally 
controlled, initiated or maintained. No one imagines that “a plant” has rationality 
or will. So how did “the plant”, this irrational thing, come to be thought of as sucha 


unity, such a synthetic object? It can only be because we conceive ourselves to be 
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unities and so imagine other things by comparison to us. Yet all the similar things 
we ascribe to ourselves, will, rationality, desire, how does or can “a plant” have 
such things? “What does a plant strive after?” asks Nietzsche. “Nothing at all”, of 
course, is the answer. For the plant, as with the human subject, does not exist. 
Both are imaginary constructions imposed upon the detail of reality, a reality of 
parts and drives uncontrolled by any overarching subjectivity - and that whether 
plant or human being! This biological insight threatens the egotistically claimed 
“rationality of Man” for it chips away at the Fictional conception of such a being as 
in control of itself rather than under the control of that which constitutes it. In 
interpretive terms, it asks us to question whether we, as subjects, rationally 
conceive outcomes or whether we are ourselves constituted by outcomes that 
parts of us (i.e. drives) generate but which we never control - because, in fact, we 
are not “subjects” in control of anything, such subjective control being just one 


more “useful unreality”. 


We move now, in the Nietzschean working backwards which unpicks current and 
former prejudices, to pleasure and displeasure or pleasure and pain. Once more, 
Nietzsche's animus is life itself, a Feeling For life and, in particular, the increase in 
power, the desire for subjugation, which animates, if not constitutes, it. A key 
concept here is “the game of resistance and victory” to which Nietzsche refers in 
note 699. That which resists may be glossed as “the world” and that which wants 
victory is our will to power, that concatenation of drives. This wants to overcome, 
to test its strength, and, for such purposes, it requires that which resists it and so it 
is Fortunate to have a world and environment which it does not control which has 


the character of just such a resistance. But what then of pain and pleasure? What is 
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their part in this situation? Nietzsche is sure of one thing: they are not opposites! In 


note 702 he writes: 


Man does not seek pleasure and does not avoid displeasure: one will realize which 
famous prejudice | am contradicting. [lt was the Utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill] 
Pleasure and displeasure are mere consequences, mere epiphenomena—what man 
wants, what every smallest part of a living organism wants, is an increase of power. 
Pleasure or displeasure follow from the striving after that; driven by that will it seeks 
resistance, it needs something that opposes it— Displeasure, as an obstacle to its will 
to power, is therefore a normal fact, the normal ingredient of every organic event; 
man does not avoid it, he is rather in continual need of it; every victory, every feeling 


of pleasure, every event, presupposes a resistance overcome. 


He Finishes this note with the conclusion that “the obstacle is the stimulus of this 
will to power” and, thus, he conceives that displeasure, pain, is not that we are 
meant to avoid at all costs, preferring pleasure instead, but that displeasure is 
actually a necessary stimulus of our will to power and so to our drives, the drives 


that, in this interpretation, are us. But, more than this: 


Pleasure and displeasure are accidentals, not causes; they are value judgments of the 
second rank, derived from a ruling value— “useful,” “harmful,” speaking in the form of 
feelings, and consequently absolutely sketchy and dependent. For with every “useful,” 


“harmful,” one still has to ask in a hundred different ways: “for what?” 
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This “for what?” is, of course, supplied in the following note which | have here 


quoted before it: For the stimulus of the will to power. 


But what then of “pleasure”? Note 696: 


It is not the satisfaction of the will that causes pleasure (I want to fight this superficial 
theory— the absurd psychological counterfeiting of the nearest things—), but rather 
the will’s forward thrust and again and again becoming master over that which 
stands in its way. The feeling of pleasure lies precisely in the dissatisfaction of the 
will, in the fact that the will is never satisfied unless it has opponents and resistance. 


— “The happy man” : a herd ideal. 


Pleasure here seems to be as a consequence of pain, the pain which stimulates the 
will to power, the drive to becoming master of things in all the unknowable detail 
of the Function and activity of the drives. We must be dissatisfied and experience 
“displeasure” for that is what drives us on to control and subdue that with which 


we must interact. This is an “agitation of the feeling of life” as note 697 suggests: 


The normal dissatisfaction of our drives, e.g., hunger, the sexual drive, the drive to 
motion, contains in it absolutely nothing depressing; it works rather as an agitation of 
the feeling of life, as every rhythm of small, painful stimuli strengthens it, (whatever 
pessimists may say). This dissatisfaction, instead of making one disgusted with life, is 
the great stimulus to life. (One could perhaps describe pleasure in general as a rhythm 


of little unpleasurable stimuli.) 
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This begins to issue in an approach to interpretation for in interpretation there is 
no less a will which wishes to subdue and overcome, to make useful for itself. We 
have, too, an interpretive “agitation of the Feeling of life” which is also “a game of 
resistance and victory”. IF considering interpretation textually, there is a text which 
we as readers must “overcome”. We, as readers, did not decide the marks that 
were put there but, as readers, we must surely overcome its resistance to us as we 
give it meaning and a sense. Feeling we have done this will issue in pleasure as an 
epiphenomenon, the result of the displeasure we experienced in having to 
overcome it and feeling its necessary resistance. Yet it was this very resistance, and 
the displeasure we experienced in coming up against it as something real and 
resisting, which stimulated our will to overcome it and so our feeling of power - 
albeit we may have called that “knowledge” or “explanation” or “understanding” - 
in so doing. And so the key Nietzschean point about interpretation here is the 


Following one From note 689: 


Can we assume a striving for power divorced from a sensation of pleasure and 
displeasure, i.e., divorced from the feeling of enhanced or diminished power? Is 
mechanism only a sign language for the internal factual world of struggling and 
conquering quanta of will? All the presuppositions of mechanistic theory — matter, 
atom, gravity, pressure and stress— are not “facts-in-themselves” but interpretations 
with the aid of psychical fictions. Life, as the form of being most familiar to us, is 
specifically a will to the accumulation of force; all the processes of life depend on this: 


nothing wants to preserve itself, everything is to be added and accumulated. 
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Life as a special case (hypothesis based upon it applied to the total character of 
being— ) strives after a maximal feeling of power; essentially a striving for more 
power; striving is nothing other than striving for power; the basic and innermost 


thing is still this will. (Mechanics is merely the semiotics of the results.) 


This is to say that this key insight is what Nietzsche calls “striving for power” which 
we, | think, should not imagine as anything conscious, rational or even willing in a 
subjective sense. The concatenation of drives simply have a Function to interact 
and to overcome - to grow, to increase, to feel alive. It is self-organising, which is 
only to say that things perform the Functions that they are, to say that things 
cannot help doing what they exist to do. Or, rather, what they have become to do. 
And what they have become to do, says Nietzsche, is to strive after a maximal 
Feeling of power. This, | therefore submit, is at the heart of interpretation and a 
distinguishing Feature of its character. Thus, we may here refute all those who see 
pleasure as a motive for a human form of being and, with Nietzsche in note 688, 


suggest that: 


the will to power is the primitive form of affect, that all other affects are only 
developments of it; [and] that it is notably enlightening to posit power in place of 
individual “happiness” (after which every living thing is supposed to be striving): 
“there is a striving for power, for an increase of power’;—pleasure is only a symptom 
of the feeling of power attained, a consciousness of a difference (— there is no 
striving for pleasure: but pleasure supervenes when that which is being striven for is 


attained: pleasure is an accompaniment, pleasure is not the motive—); 
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Thus, we may hesitatingly posit a Formula which Nietzsche supplies as part of his 
own ideas but which | gladly take up for mine too with equal enthusiasm. This is 


From note 681: 


Life is... will to power, which... incorporates and subdues more and more of that 


which is “outside.” 


Exchange the word “life” there for the word “interpretation” and you have what | 
would regard as a rough and ready definition of its activity. However, | also Feel it is 
the case that we do not need to switch words for “life” is itself the context For 
interpretation and interpretation is the business of life in its physiological 


outworking as Nietzsche has been at pains to suggest. 


But what of that with which our drives grapple in interpretation and which it claims 


to produce? Note 678: 


Whether the origin of our apparent “knowledge” is not to be sought solely in older 
evaluations which have become so much part of us that they belong to our basic 
constitution? So that what really happens is only that newer needs grapple with the 
results of the oldest needs? The world seen, felt, interpreted as thus and thus so that 
organic life may preserve itself in this perspective of interpretation. Man is not only a 
single individual but one particular line of the total living organic world. That he 
endures proves that a species of interpretation (even though accretions are still being 
added) has also endured, that the system of interpretation has not changed. 


“Adaptation.” 
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Here at stake is once more “evaluation”, the basic Function of the drives in their 
Functionality. It seems clear that we, as a concatenation of drives, must derive 
value: we are evaluating beings. But this context provides for our being 
hermeneutic beings, indeed, it is the necessary condition for it, a condition of our 
existence. Nietzsche's idea is that, in this, “organic life may preserve itself” and so 
he very much sites his whole theory of interpretation in the organism and so in 
physiology and biology - in life itself. That we exist and survive as the beings we 
are, in our form of life, is to also preserve a species of interpretation. This is based, 
organically, in evaluation, in evaluation which is meaning making, and this comes 
straight from the concatenation of drives as Nietzsche states at the end of note 


677: 


the ruling drives want to be viewed also as the highest courts of value in general, 
indeed as creative and ruling powers. It is clear that these drives either oppose or 


subject each other (join together synthetically or alternate in dominating). 


Strangely, this does start to conjure the image of “Legion” from Mark's Gospel, 


chapter five! Why? For we are many! 


It comes down to this concatenation of interpreting and Fictionalising drives and 


their lust for growth, For power, for control. And so, in note 675: 


WM Ww Mt 


All “purposes,” “aims,” “meaning” are only modes of expression and metamorphoses 
of one will that is inherent in all events: the will to power. To have purposes, aims, 


intentions, willing in general, is the same thing as willing to be stronger, willing to 
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grow— and, in addition, willing the means to this. The most universal and basic 
instinct in all doing and willing has for precisely this reason remained the least known 
and most hidden, because in praxi we always follow its commandments, because we 
are this commandment— All valuations are only consequences and narrow 


perspectives in the service of this one will: valuation itself is only this will to power. 


Interpretation, then, is the will to grow, the will to overcome resistance and so 
extend oneself. Valuations, our need to evaluate and so make meaning, are the 
basic apparatus of this procedure. They are the heart of interpretation and of 
ourselves constituted as interpreters, as interpretive forms of being. To 


summarise: 


we... do what we are. 


This, if | may say so, is very pragmatic, perhaps even very pragmatist, something to 
make James and Rorty smile. And here Nietzsche is also at his most pragmatic. For 


what really matters to him? The end of note 647: 


the essential thing in the life process is precisely the tremendous shaping, form- 
creating force working from within which utilizes and exploits “external 
circumstances” — The new forms moulded from within are not formed with an end 

in view; but in the struggle of the parts a new form is not left long without being 
related to a partial usefulness and then, according to its use, develops itself more and 


more completely. 
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This could be a very pragmatic description of the process of interpretation. But 
what is its character? | take two words from Nietzsche and add one of my own: it is 
a utilizing, an exploiting, a manipulation. These, to be sure, are not particularly 
moral words and, valued according to conventional morals, they may seem to be 
lacking a necessary moral credibility. Yet it is not my task here to argue that 
interpretation, life or even anything is - or needs to be - moral. Instead, Following 
Nietzsche, | have argued for a concatenation of interpreting and fictionalising 
drives which seek to master, to exercise and extend their power, to grow, to glory 
in the feeling of their vitality. This, it seems to me, gives interpretation, in its 
physiological context, the character of a utilizing, an exploitation, a manipulation, 
of their “external circumstances” which exhibits and exerts its own, physiological 
morality. At the start of all interpretation is a need to experience the displeasure 
of that which it is not and to overcome it, make it useful, to digest it, extracting 
value and meaning here, rejecting and excreting waste there. The text, that which 
it interacts with in the exchange that is interpretation, is powerless to resist what 
is made of it even as a cake or a sandwich cannot resist the digestive action of a 
stomach. This is the Fictionalisation that is interpretation. It is not a matter of 
“what is there”. It is a matter of what it is made into, of what use it is. As a 
Fundamentally physiological and biological process, interpretation is definitively 
Functional and pragmatic. And so we may come to my final quote of Nietzsche 
which really brings all | have said here From the principles of a new evaluation to a 


head. Note 643: 


The will to power interprets (— it is a question of interpretation when an organ is 


constructed): it defines limits, determines degrees, variations of power. Mere 
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variations of power could not feel themselves to be such: there must be present 
something that wants to grow and interprets the value of whatever else wants to 
grow. Equal in that— In fact, interpretation is itself a means of becoming master of 


something. (The organic process constantly presupposes interpretations.) 


“Interpretation is an organic means of becoming master of something.” This is the 


Nietzschean submission. 


We are now in a position to summarise all this thinking about interpretation in the 
various guises the seven philosophers | have interacted with have expressed it. In 
making these summary statements | am, of course, glossing and synthesizing. Yet | 
am, | hope, doing that in useful ways which illuminate the character of 


interpretation and of that which interprets. 


1. We are hermeneutic beings yet, better still, hermeneutic becomings. 


2. Interpretation is the name for a process of constant interactional meaning 


making and evaluating. 


3. Interpretation has a physiological basis which takes place beyond reasons and 
rationality but which implicates and utilizes them in the process nevertheless. It is 
not a choice but an activity of that which is alive and must grow, and so interact, to 


survive. 
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4. Interpretation is a pragmatic process in which drives seek their satisfaction and 


satiation and so express their will to power. 


5. In interpretation we work with language in order to perform functions such as 
understanding, explaining and clarifying, and in discerning things designated 
knowledge and truth. In this, it is perhaps the case that the grammar and structure 
of language itself is fictionalising in that in performing its Function language 


suggests stasis, stability and Fixity where there is none. 


6. There is no difference between interpreting a thing and using a thing. All 


interpretations are ‘mere’ uses. 


7. Interpretation is by means of Fictional devices that we cannot consciously 
fabricate but that we must invest ourselves in having first fabricated them - 
through beliefs and passional and intellectual commitment - nevertheless. We may 
then speak of being inhabited by our beliefs, attitudes and orientations rather than 


ourselves inhabiting them. 


8. All interpretation is from a context and is a matter of a relating to. 


Interpretation is both context and content, process and event. 


9. Understanding is an interpretational and linguistic phenomenon rather than an 
epistemological or metaphysical achievement. Thus, its character is pragmatic and 
utilitarian. That which is understood is interpreted as understood in a way that has 


involved some need of the organism which is that which interprets being satiated 
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or satisfied. 


10. Interpretation takes place without ground and does not provide one as a result 


of its operation. 


11. In interpretation “the good” is the same as “that which provides what is 


needed”. 


12. Interpretations cannot be checked off against the world. They can only be 
checked off against other interpretations. Yet interpretations can be changed by 
the world, not least because, although the world is made use of as an 


interpretation, it is not in the control of that which interprets. 


13. Interpretation is life. 


W: FRAGMENTARY REFLECTIONS ON WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE 


In the First instance, we are biological. We Face biological constraints, are animated 
by biological impulses and are subject to biological imperatives. It is quite likely 
that we may never be aware of this Fact either as a generality or, certainly, in all its 
hidden biological detail and consequence. This itself is also For a biological reason 
For just as various of the physical organs go about their Functional business, never 
once stopping for, or seeking, permission to do so from “the will” or “rationality”, 
so, too, must we insist that “the mind” or “rationality” or “the subject” are the 


same. They are simply Functional and do what they do without announcing or 
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explaining themselves. This is where that slippery entity “reality” is to be found 
rather than in the idealist speculations and inventions of thinkers more concerned 
with imagined first principles to which all things must (be made to) conform than 
with the material Facts of human existence in all their empirical actuality. This, | 
imagine, is why when Nietzsche began to think about the human being he thought 
about it physiologically and seemed completely unable to describe said human 
being in ways which did not relate to our physiological nature. Physiology, biology, 
is consequential. IF you do not account for these then you do not account for the 
human or make sense of the human. Everything the human is, thinks or does, is 


biologically mediated, carried out, understood, experienced, initiated... 


.. The Nietzschean observation, certainly between “On Truth and Lying in A Non- 
Moral Sense” and The Twilight of the Idols, is that human language, thought and 
culture have privileged being over becoming, substance and presence over lack of 
substance and absence, consistency over inconsistency, stasis over change, 
universality over contextuality or circumstantiality or perspectivalism. In each case 
the Former item in those binaries has been morally valued as of higher worth than 
the latter one even though, in Nietzschean intuition, and probably as a result of 
Nietzschean thinking, the latter is likely more actual than the Former. And yet it 
also seems to be the case that in that same Nietzschean intuition and thinking that 
the former item, in each case, has, if not is, within itself the means of its own 


annihilation. 


Consider, if you will, a metaphor. We are told by physical scientists that the 


universe began billions of years ago in a moment of incredible energy and heat. In 
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that moment the universe of all the former items in those binaries above was, we 
must suppose, born. Yet these same scientists also report that this same universe, 
born in a moment, then progresses for billions of years through what is, on the 
whole, one gigantic cooling down process until, Functionally speaking, it will have 
cooled down to the point at which it will be effectively dead in what is referred to 
as the “heat death” of the universe. Here is it not the case that the nature of the 
universe created had within it the seeds of its own destruction and annihilation? 
Was not this incredibly Fecund substance doomed to dissipate and die from the 
start and become an absence - and that exactly because of what it was? Was not 
substance there the birth of absence, stasis the birth of change, being of 
becoming? To put this metaphor to linguistic use, does not positing an “is” lead to 
the inability to posit at all? Does it not reveal the “is” as an inadequate, absurd and 
inappropriate imposition upon the actuality of what is happening? Is it, in Fact, not 
the case that actuality is more like weather in that it is never one thing, is always 
changing, is in a state of flux rather than fixity, has always come from somewhere 
and is going to somewhere else again? Is not the latter part of those binaries 
actually more authentic to experience and existence than the Former? Is being not 
revealed as a Fiction that cannot survive its own imposition, whose imposition 


leads to nihilism? 


To the extent that being is a moral fiction and a moral imposition, to the extent 
that it was imposed out of the highest of values human beings could imagine, this 
was a moment of amorality in the pursuance of morality. In this human beings 
chased after something desired rather than being happy to settle for the world as 


it was to occur when left to itself - Free of valuation, amoral, asemantic. It was, as 
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many have said, a world made useful for human beings, one of measurement and 
calculation. Yet it was a Falsification, not least because the very concept of 
“measurement”, which implies infinity, therefore makes it both impossible to 
measure accurately, which would be the the Nth degree, but also to equate one 
thing to another, since there would always be some difference if you could 
measure to infinity. (Although “measuring to infinity” is, of course, itself a 
senseless idea and reveals the absurdity of the prospect in itself.) Human 
measurement is then, as a matter of fact, an approximation and an approximation 
in which “the same” is guaranteed to never be the same. Like weather, the world 
cannot be measured. But we measure it nevertheless, thus rendering it useful For 
us but this measuring is always nothing more or less than a humanly useful 
approximation done out of amorality, for we are inventing a utilitarian and 
pragmatic world rather than corresponding to one, for the purposes of 


substituting our created moral one for it. 


This, essentially, is the human enigma. The basis For our existence is as interpreting 
organisms where this interpreting consists of evaluation and meaning making 
which are other names for measurement and calculation. As more rational animals 
we have been able to build these into ideas (quite literally) of substance and, 
indeed, substance has gained moral value in the process. Once substance becomes 
moral it is looked for everywhere and, as a consequence, that without it, the 
superficial, the empty, that simply lacking the required substance, is regarded as 
immoral. This, restated, is “the metaphysics of presence” of which Heidegger spoke 
and which other hermeneutic thinkers have spoken about after Heidegger. It is a 


moral preference for being, substance or presence which worked its way into our 
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thinking, our culture and our language (where, crucially, it was then to become the 
very medium of thought, an inbuilt prejudice). Morality, too, is consequently 
thought of as a matter of substance, of presence, of being; it is something Fixed 
and consistent that should not be prone or prey to change or inconsistency which 
would impugn a morality of substance. Yet it annihilates itself For substance is 
doomed to nihilism, presence is doomed to absence, fixity to change, as it always 
was from the start. Morality, as creation, as Fiction, as imposition upon, and from, 


the amoral existence of becoming, cannot stand. It deconstructs itself... 


...Morality is Fiction. It is humanly created and imposed. It corresponds neither to 
anything in the world nor in the human. This much should now be clear from my 
inquiry. Yet if this is accepted then it seems to me that morality is, most basically, a 
matter of justification. This is to say that, henceforth, that thing will be moral 
which can be justified as such to an audience and that such justification will be 
both necessary and sufficient to its being regarded as moral. This would then be a 
rhetorical rather than a metaphysical definition of the moral, one based on 
intersubjective agreement rather than acknowledgement or recognition of an 


epistemological presence... 


...What unites Qoheleth and Nietzsche is the belief that “knowing”, in the sense of 
ever Finding or understanding an “algorithm of life”, is beyond us. This might be 
thought of as either a drastically egotistical overestimation of human rational 
powers or as like sifting through a haystack for the needle, driven almost to 
madness by the insane notion that the needle must exist to be Found. However, 


either way, its something that is not going to work out in an equation being made. 
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IF there is a rational basis for all things, a reason in which it all coheres, it is not For 
us to Find it. And, what’s more, we may only be looking because we have convinced 
ourselves that something should or must be there to find. This leads us to ask a 
question: does the need to evaluate and make meaning, to be interpretive, itself 
lead to the valuation that such activity must, in and of itself, add up to something 
and make sense rather than the value simply being in the operation of the 


Function’s Functionality?... 


.. IF reason is not the principle of the universe, then there is no requirement to be 
reasonable neither any moral reason to prefer reason over unreason - save for the 
justificatory sense of morality in a moral reason just given a couple of points 


back... 


..In discussing interpretation in this book the conclusion was reached that human 
beings are beings that interpret: they are hermeneutic beings. This interpretive 
nature was Found to consist in a necessary evaluating and meaning making activity 
that was as needful to such beings as a heart, lungs, blood or brain. Furthermore, 
this Functionality was Found to be as ‘innate’ as that of these more fleshy organs. In 
each case it is a matter of organs, faculties or drives going about their business and 
carrying out their Functions in a Functional rather than a rational way. Hearts pump 
blood, lungs breathe air, concatenations of drives evaluate and make meaning 
from their surroundings. In each case the Function that an organ or faculty must 
carry out, that with which a thing must interact in doing so, results in the growth 


that is a demonstration of life. 
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This being the case, are we talking here about “something to stick to” in the sense 
in which | have used this phrase previously in an essay that was a forerunner of this 
book? The answer is ‘no’ because that which a being is, that which a being does as 
constitutive of itself, cannot be thought of as “something to stick to” in the sense 
that | have used this term before. This phrase has previously been used to refer to 
traditions, customs and ideas - matters of human thought - which have generally 
been imposed upon the human being, sometimes with the best of intentions and 
sometimes simply as a matter of habit which has been gotten used to, and so, in 
some sense, was a ‘cultural’ matter which became regarded as a ‘natural’ matter. 
But there is nothing ‘cultural’, in this sense, about the idea either that human 
beings must breathe to survive OR, in my view, that these beings, as 
concatenations of drives, must evaluate and make meaning, something which is 
understood as interpreting and as an interpretive aspect in the becoming of the 
beings called ‘human’. Consequently, evaluating, meaning making, interpretation, 
and the fiction making that all this leads to, is not “something to stick to” anymore 
than eyesight is “something to stick to”. Rather, it is simply a Faculty and Feature of 


what human beings are. 


But then there is the question of the Fictions made. Granted that human beings 
must make such fiction - and it is my submission both that they must make such 
Fiction and that Fiction is Functionally what it is - then is this “something to stick 
to”? The First answer to this question is “Try to stop making fiction, for then you 
will find out that you can’t”. But the second answer to this question, and to the 
specifics of a given Fiction, is ‘no’ - as should be fairly obvious from our experience. 


Here we are simply talking about the various cultural ideas and understandings 
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that groups of human beings must, and do, have about themselves from time to 
time. These morph, change and transmogrify themselves, all by themselves, quite 
naturally in a process of interaction between those who interpret and that which is 
to be interpreted by them in the context of a world of actions and consequences, a 
world which those interpreting can manipulate but do not control. This is to say 
that any given fiction may be currently experienced with all the conviction of a 
Fiction that cannot be thrown off as a means to “making sense” of the world 
regarding certain important questions or ideas that said fictions entail. However, 
simply by dint of living in a world that those who interpret do not control, such a 
world will, over time, cause said fictions to change. New questions which require 
new answers will, in turn, require new Fictions to develop and other ideas which 
issue in new Fictions becoming more useful for people at large with the purposes 
and uses for things they, at that time, then hold will change these fictions quite 
naturally as well. However, this will not change the function of the fictions as 
interpretations which give things meaning and value for part of the Function of 
such fictions is that they be things that we cannot help taking seriously. Such 
Fictions are things of which we may be convicted. In this respect, that things, given 
time, will change is one of the strongest indicators that the idea of ‘being’ itself 


has been one of our most powerful, and most useful, fictions to date. 


So it is not the case that these fictions are “something to stick to” so much as that 
they are Fictions and functions that must be stuck to - for they are bound up with 
us and who we are in terms of how human beings Function at all. To separate us 
From such Fiction would be the equivalent of separating us from our heart or our 


lungs - which is to say it would be the annihilation of us as the beings that we are. 
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When you talk about the human being you are talking about a Form of hermeneutic 
being, a form perhaps more accurately described as “that which hermeneutically 


becomes” by means of such fictions... 


..When it comes to morality, one apophthegm of Nietzsche’s remains of 
paramount importance... “I distrust all systematizers and stay out of their way. The 
will to a system is a lack of integrity.” (Twilight of the Idols, “Sayings and Arrows”, 


#26)... 


X: AESTHETICS: KNOWLEDGE, TRUTH, BELIEF, LANGUAGE, CERTAINTY, ART 


1. The Practice of Belief 


On Certainty is a book which reproduces the thoughts Ludwig Wittgenstein had 
written as a separate topic in his notebooks that interacted with the thoughts of 
the British philosopher, G.E. Moore, in relation to the latter’s thoughts on the 
existence of an external world and his defence of “common sense”. In On Certainty, 
Wittgenstein consequently discusses knowledge, knowing, truth, our habit of 
holding beliefs and associated topics in the context of his theory of “language 
games” which is a theory of the sense and meaning of things as they are 
articulated in language use. In his writings, and no less in On Certainty, 
Wittgenstein is revealed as a thinker very much concerned with what the use of 
language entails and with the outworking of it in a practical, meaningful sense. 
What | am going to do here is not so much give an account of Wittgenstein’s 


thinking in On Certainty as, in a way quite Wittgensteinian itself, think about his 
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own thinking as revealed in the book and so leave readers, as myself, with a set of 


questions to think about as a result. 


You will see that at the head of this section | have placed a Venn diagram and that 
the circles of this diagram are labelled - one is labelled ‘belief’, one ‘truth’ and one 
‘knowledge’. The point of this diagram is to posit the question of the relationship 
of one to the others as this is certainly a question that arises when reading the 
thoughts of Wittgenstein in On Certainty. Further questions that arise are in 
relation to what each of ‘belief’, ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ may be defined as. So let 
us make a tentative, exploratory attempt at doing that from our own thinking 
rather than because we have read some clever person’s definition in a book. IF | do 


this | come up with the following: 


BELIEF = ‘things | cannot help believing’ 
KNOWLEDGE = ‘that which | have an attitude of certainty about’ 


TRUTH = ‘that which | cannot doubt is true’ 


Now let me say straightaway that these definitions are not final and that they 
clearly have the imprint of being preliminary in their nature. But, as Wittgenstein 
will point out several times in On Certainty, we must start somewhere. Belief 
comes before it is possible to doubt. Without belief, doubt is not a possibility. 
Doubt only makes sense once believing is in place and once some things are 
believed and not doubted. Thus, it would seem that beliefs, and possible new 
beliefs - which may or may not go on to become ‘knowledge’ or ‘truth’ - are 


adjudicated by a trigonometry of prior, already held beliefs. Such a rhizome of 
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beliefs acts or stands as my world picture, as my possibility and means for what | 
will in the Future be able to believe, to hold true or to account as knowledge. But it 
also contains within it the conditions or ‘rules’ for such adjudicating, the ‘how’ of 
deciding what may count as such things in my action. As such, it might be easier to 
doubt the whole system, the whole rhizome of beliefs that performs these 
Functions, than to doubt a proposition that fulfills the criteria For being a belief | 
might hold, some thought | might account as true or something | might say | know, 
should it Fulfill my criteria for being regarded as these things, in the case where 
these criteria are commitments, means of operating, rather than items | can simply 
pick and choose at will. - And assuming that the system has “ability to doubt the 


system” as one of its means of operation, of course. 


But let us begin at what is going - arbitrarily - to be called “the beginning”. The 
irony of this will soon be seen as | list some of the 676 thoughts that make up On 


Certainty: 


166 The difficulty is to realise the groundlessness of our believing. 


253 At the Foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that it not founded. 


341 ... the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some 


propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those 


turn. 


342 That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain 


things are in deed not doubted. 
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343 But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate everything, 
and for that reason we are forced to rest content with assumption. IF 1 want to turn 
the door, the hinges must stay put. 


344 My life consists in my being content to accept many things. 


All of these thoughts, of course, are excerpted from a greater whole that is 
Wittgenstein’s concerted thinking on his subjects and readers may wish to read 
these thoughts in the context of Wittgenstein’s whole. But that is also sort of the 
point here in the content, and context, of these thoughts. What Wittgenstein 
seems to be articulating here is that thoughts work with other thoughts to 
adjudicate Further thoughts. Beliefs work with other beliefs to adjudicate Further 
beliefs. We cannot constantly check and recheck every thought we could or do 
actually have to decide if it should still be a belief, if we value it as knowledge or if 
it has earned the designation “true”. Something has to stand as the basis for what 
else shall be judged in these ways and that thing must be beyond investigation in 
itself. Wittgenstein is quite right to emphasise here that it is life that is at stake in 
so doing for if we are to have any stability of thought - which would seem 
necessary For us to operate - then such “assumption”, as Wittgenstein calls it, 
seems necessary as a consequence. We may, of course, also here remember back 
to Nietzsche who had himself pointed out that our apparatus of knowledge was an 
apparatus for making stable that which, according to him, was, in Fact, always 
mobile. This might then, in Nietzschean translation, be seen as Wittgenstein’s way 
of reaching the point of view in which thought makes static and creates being - and 


that out of pragmatic necessity. 
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What then would be the sense of the Following in this context: 


509 | really want to say that a language-game is only possible if one trusts 


something (I did not say “can trust something”). 


The emphasis here seems to be on an actual action of trust in the thinking, an 
acting based on such a process of trust. Wittgenstein makes the extra assertion in 
parentheses to point out that it is not the possibility of trust that is important here 
but, rather, it is the actual action of trusting. All this is to say that, for Wittgenstein, 
language use, and so the thinking that takes place within it, is a matter of action 
and of the trust that is a commitment. This is not some effete, consequenceless 
activity in an idealistic or imaginary space. It is, it seems, about attitudes and 
stances towards things that are consequential. It also sounds a bit like Richard 
Rorty when, in “Inquiry as Recontextualization: An anti-dualist account of 
interpretation”, he says, “Think of human minds as webs of beliefs and desires, of 
sentential attitudes — webs which continually reweave themselves so as to 
accommodate new sentential attitudes.” If, like Rorty, we think of ourselves as 
“good pragmatists” we can, as he suggests in this essay, treat beliefs as “habits of 
action” - and it would not seem contrary to Wittgenstein to do so if the beliefs that 
a language-game requires involve habitual trusting of the kind he here wants to 
mention. The important thing in this, | think, is that it points up the idea of 
“attitudes toward thoughts” as indicative of a value or meaning they are given 
where this value or meaning is then motive enough for action on that basis and, 


indeed, that language games are a matter of action on the basis of such evaluation. 
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Let us now examine multiple sections of On Certainty in order to delve Further into 
the content of the book. Here | am not intending to give a comprehensive or 
synthetic account of said content but, rather, to jump from section to section and 


to raise such subjects and questions as come to mind. 


| start with section 602-604: 


602 Should | say "I believe in physics", or "| know that physics is true"? 

603 | am taught that under such circumstances this happens. It has been 
discovered by making the experiment a few times. Not that that would prove 
anything to us, if it weren't that this experience was surrounded by others which 
combine with it to form a system. Thus, people did not make experiments just 
about Falling bodies but also about air resistance and all sorts of other things. But 
in the end | rely on these experiences, or on the reports of them, | feel no scruples 
about ordering my own activities in accordance with them.--But hasn't this trust 
also proved itself? So Far as | can judge--yes. 

604 In a court of law the statement of a physicist that water boils at about 100°C 
would be accepted unconditionally as truth. IF | mistrusted this statement what 


could | do to undermine it? Set up experiments myself? What would they prove? 


| think it important to see here in this example, as with any and all others from On 
Certainty, that Wittgenstein is interested in real life. He is not interested in some 
imaginary life or ideal conditions or perfect, but entirely unrealistic, scenarios. He 
wants to know how people really use language and what sense and meaning that 


involves. He is, then, to my mind at least, a more linguistic Nietzsche in that both 
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care to investigate and interpret the practices of actual human beings. And so here 
in the question which begins this section | have excerpted in which the difference 
is between “believing in physics” and claiming to “know” a “truth”. Immediately this 
sets us on our guard and words such as ‘believing’, ‘knowing’ and ‘truth’ are 
accented and put in question in a way they may not be in so-called regular use. 
When you say you believe something to a friend you do not then begin a 
philosophical discussion with yourself about what believing is or what it might 
imply about your thought processes, our attitude or stance towards certain things 
or the epistemological basis of belief. And yet, in certain contexts, all of these 
things and more might be very much in play. IF you say you know something in a 
postgraduate philosophy seminar it is not the same as saying you know something 


to a friend in the pub. 


So what can we say here about these three sections? A thought that came to my 
mind in thinking about them was that words, and the statements they make up, are 
contextual and not of substance. So, in this sense, such things are not ‘presenced’ 
in language use. Rather, they are contextually applied; their meaning may change, 
and our attitude towards them may change, in our practice of using them. A 
pertinent example here is the example of the expert who may well use words we, 
as ordinary language users, use but in very different, perhaps technical, ways. So, in 
this example, it does actually make quite a difference to say either that you 
“believe in” physics or that you “know” it is “true”. In Fact, how many of us could 
even say the second sentence with the meaning which we imagine it should have? 
Are we physicists? Is not the attitude required towards physics to be able to speak 


of “knowing” things about it one in which we would need to claim to have a certain 


534 


knowledge of it and so be in a position of some certainty about it, a certainty that 
is more than belief? And would we need to be able to show that we were ourselves 
in a such a position for our speaking about it with knowledge as truth to make 
sense? If |, a non-physicist and non-scientist, say that “I know” that physics is “true” 
doesn’t that actually make little sense since | am in no position to be able to make 
such a statement? But what, then, would the right position be? What is the 


difference between them? 


Wittgenstein carries on in this vein of thinking and, a few sections Further on, he 


says the following in sections 608-612: 


608 Is it wrong for me to be guided in my actions by the propositions of physics? 
Am | to say | have no good ground for doing so? Isn't precisely this what we call a 
‘good ground'? 

609 Supposing we met people who did not regard that as a telling reason. Now, 
how do we imagine this? Instead of the physicist, they consult an oracle. (And For 
that we consider them primitive.) Is it wrong for them to consult an oracle and be 
guided by it?--IF we call this "wrong" aren't we using our language-game as a base 
From which to 

combat theirs? 

610 And are we right or wrong to combat it? Of course there are all sorts of 
slogans which will be used to support our proceedings. 

611 Where two principles really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one 
another, then each man declares the other a fool and heretic. 


612 | said | would 'combat' the other man,--but wouldn't | give him reasons? 
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Certainly; but how far do they go? At the end of reasons comes persuasion. (Think 


what happens when missionaries convert natives.) 


One thing we will return to again and again reading these comments of 
Wittgenstein is how they unveil thought and show its workings in language in slow 
motion. They reveal to us what is going on under the hood in an act of speaking 
which is usually carried out without reflection as part of a whole system of thought 
which is the basis for our saying or thinking anything. Every Wittgensteinian 
question, in one sense, could result in a book in response, a book which reveals 
what is being assumed in our uttering even a few words. The first question of 
section 608 is a perfect example here. But the Final two questions of section 609 
are more interesting in their consequences. Consulting an oracle, if judged by the 
standards of the propositions of physics, or the thought world of the physicist, 
would indeed seem “primitive” - but it is not necessarily the case that we could 
thereby judge such people wrong for doing so. We have, it seems to me, done 
exactly what Wittgenstein suggests when he says we have used one language- 
game to judge another. There is here the prospect of incommensurability. We do 
not play one game by the rules of another even where the games might have 
similar aims and, indeed, rules. Those who consult oracles do not expect to be 
judged by those who stick to the propositions of physics nor do they imagine that 
such propositions are relevant to how oracles might operate. Nor, we may also say, 
do they invalidate the operation of oracles in the same way that the laws of cricket 


do not govern playing the game of Football by yet other rules. 
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In this context Wittgenstein’s question of section 610 is interesting: are we right to 
combat one with the other? He raises the spectre of sloganising and then the 
practice of judging another practice by your own turns to judgment upon the other 
side. What is being criticised here is that the other side is not using your rules or 
playing your language-game. But should someone be criticised For that? In section 
612 Wittgenstein says that we would give such people reasons but he questions 
how far such reasons would go. When that runs out all we would have left is 
persuasion. But, we might ask, in a way Wittgenstein does not in that section, how 
far would that go too? For the point is exactly the one that Wittgenstein has 
himself raised that playing a different game means not obeying the same rules and 
so having different purposes, different means to, and attitudes towards, those 


purposes, in view. 


So reasons will not attenuate themselves in these different contexts in the same 
way. Neither will they lead to the same conclusions since they Follow different 
rules in a different game. The same language, in two different language-games, 
may mean opposed things. We may, for example, imagine two people who call 
themselves “English patriots”. One, however, thinks it means values of tolerance, 
acceptance and social security where the other thinks it means an end to 
immigration, intolerance to anything but a monolithic creed and sending back 
people of colour to their imagined native lands. The point here is that the phrase “1 
am an English patriot” wouldn't tell you anything by itself about the meaning of 
those words. For that you would need contextual clues From a much wider system 
of belief and linguistic practice. And you would not be able to judge use of this 


phrase as one group does by use of the other’s practice. What’s more, the “beliefs” 
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and “persuasion” the other side used would likely fall on deaf ears too since, 
judged by another language-game, all would seem not to make sense or have the 
meaning their own language-game had given them anymore. All we would have 
left is the Fools and heretics of section 611 and language which articulates beliefs 
within larger, contextual systems of thought which judge the whole without being 
of the whole. In short, | think physicists cannot judge oracle consulters anymore 
than oracle consulters can judge physicists - and neither should we imagine they 
need to while oracle consulters stick to the game of consulting oracles and 
physicists stick to physics. A language-game’s internal coherence is a matter for it 
rather than another language-game, much less any wholly other notion of some 


game above all games which is adequate to the adjudication of all games. 


We move to a further section of On Certainty now, one concerned with the 
certainty that seems implied when we talk about knowing things. The section is 


426-429: 


426 But how can we show someone that we know truths, not only about sense- 
data but also about things? For after all it can't be enough for someone to assure 
us that he knows this. Well, what must our starting point be if we are to shew this? 

427 We need to shew that even if he never uses the words "I know...", his conduct 
exhibits the thing we are concerned with. 

428 For suppose a person of normal behaviour assured us that he only believed his 
name was such-and-such, he believed he recognized the people he regularly lived 
with, he believed that he had hands and Feet when he didn't actually see them, and 


so on. Can we shew him it is not so From the things he does (and says)? 
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429 What reason have I, now, when | cannot see my toes, to assume that | have five 
toes on each Foot? Is it right to say that my reason is that previous experience has 
always taught me so? Am | more certain of previous experience than that | have ten 
toes? That previous experience may very well be the cause of my present 


certitude; but is it its ground? 


It cannot be the case that we demonstrate we know truth simply because we feel 
able to assure people that we do. People, after all, are not infallible. This, we must 
assume, is why many language games allow for people to be wrong and to correct 
themselves. Such a procedure is built into the game. And so truths, we may Say, are 
not judged on how certain we may feel we are about knowing them. So it is 
important that in 427 Wittgenstein seems to suggest that this might be something 
to do with how we act. Further to this, might it not be the case that we can imagine 
belief, knowledge and truth in a linear Fashion, belief-knowledge-truth, with the 
last item the most certain and the First the least? How might our attitude towards 
each of these make a difference here or our actions in the light of each? What are 
we certain of, and how do we act towards or regarding, the items knowledge and 
truth that we do not when it comes to mere belief? Clearly, if someone says they 
only believe something we do not treat the same thing the same way as if they 
were to say that they either know it or that it is a truth. How does our action and 
our practice regarding these three things differ? - For clearly we must say that it 
does. What is more, as Wittgenstein suggests in the final section, an attitude of 


certainty is not the same thing as saying something has a ground. 
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This question of ground, which can, in another way, be regarded as the question of 
where the beginning of an enquiry is, is addressed in a Further section of the book, 


that being notes 471-475: 


471 It is so difficult to find the beginning. Or, better: it is difficult to begin at the 
beginning. And not try to go further back. 

472 When a child learns language it learns at the same time what is to be 
investigated and what not. When it learns that there is a cupboard in the room, it 
isn't taught to doubt whether what it sees later on is still a cupboard or only a kind 
of stage set. 

473 Just as in writing we learn a particular basic Form of letters and then vary it 
later, so we learn First the stability of things as the norm, which is then subject to 
alterations. 

474 This game proves its worth. That may be the cause of its being played, but it is 
not the ground. 

475 | want to regard man here as an animal; as a primitive being to which one 
grants instinct but not ratiocination. As a creature in a primitive state. Any logic 
good enough for a primitive means of communication needs no apology from us. 


Language did not emerge From some kind of ratiocination. 


Interesting here is that “we learn... the stability of things as the norm” and that 
this turns out to be a game that “proves its worth” which, in turn, explains why it 
happens that way. This is very pragmatic thinking. But is this a kind of instinct or a 
kind of reason? Wittgenstein, at least, does not think that language emerged From 


some kind of reasoning process. We did not reason ourselves to language use and 
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so to our form of expression and the meaning and sense that it has. Wittgenstein 
seems to be saying that we learn the play of language as a whole and only then 
learn how to vary the game, or use differing games, within its parameters 
afterwards. Facility in using the game gives Flexibility and skill in playing it. This is 
Further suggestive of the fact that there is no “beginning” as we might wish to 
imagine some process diachronically. Rather, we learn the games of language, of 
thought, of holding beliefs, simultaneously and as games in order that we may 
then be able to handle and make use of such things. This is like saying that we do 
not simply learn language by learning an ever-increasing list of words. We also, and 
more Fundamentally, learn how to use words for without grammar and syntax, For 
example, a list of words would be relatively useless. This, then, strikes me as a 
more “all or nothing” approach than some might imagine. It is suggestive of the 
Fact that to hold a belief or to use language one must already have the ability to 
hold beliefs or to use language. So, in order to use language, to have, as Rorty 
would call them, sentential attitudes, one must be familiar with being able to 
utilise language and so with what using it means, what it can do and can't do, how 
to use it appropriately, etc. So “the beginning” is not a proposition, idea, sentence, 
belief or anything of this nature which is some kind of ground. Rather, the 
beginning is an ability or Facility - be that called language use, thinking, holding 


beliefs, etc. 


We move now to consider the matter of context as it applies to this subject. 


Wittgenstein addresses this is sections 403-407 + 410: 
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403 To say of man, in Moore's sense, that he knows something; that what he says is 
therefore unconditionally the truth, seems wrong to me.--It is the truth only 
inasmuch as it is an unmoving Foundation of his language-games. 

404 | want to say: it's not that on some points men know the truth with perfect 
certainty. No: perfect certainty is only a matter of their attitude. 

405 But of course there is still a mistake even here. 

406 What | am aiming at is also found in the difference between the casual 
observation "I know that that's a...", as it might be used in ordinary life, and the 
same utterance when a philosopher makes it. 

407 For when Moore says "I know that that's..." | want to reply "you don't know 
anything!"--and yet | would not say that to anyone who was speaking without 
philosophical intention. That is, | feel (rightly?) that these two mean to say 
something different. 

410 Our knowledge forms an enormous system. And only within this system has a 


particular bit the value we give it. 


Wittgenstein here argues that value is contextual and dependent upon the system 
as a whole in which it operates. That, at least, is how | take 410. But is knowledge, 
truth, or being a belief, and so something one cannot help believing, a value, a 
product of such a system? It will be seen from the entirety of this book, and not 
just merely the sources | have preferred, that the idea of something being a kind of 
self-adjudicating truth or a_ self-authenticating ‘knowledge-in-itself’ is not 
something that | would countenance. Neither do | think Wittgenstein does here. 
Inasmuch as truth or knowledge are to do with us, and so a matter of our 


evaluating, they seem here a matter of attitude or certainty, the former a matter 
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of how we treat or regard things and the latter perhaps a matter of demonstration 
to peers by means thought persuasive - which is to say by means of language that 
would be similarly received by said peers as it would be by you yourself, a matter 
of playing the same language-game. Here Wittgenstein shows in 407 that different 
audiences might take things very differently. What might be a cause For knowledge 
in an ordinary language conversation might be a cause for doubt in a philosophical 
conversation. This much has been mentioned already in my discussion here. 
Context changes the sense and the meaning: it also attenuates doubt and belief 
and our attitude towards an utterance or interpretation. Fundamentally, it is a 


matter of the value we give to our language and so to our thought. 


Such conclusions might suddenly seem to have made the world very subjective and 
there is often a natural concern that the things we think are true be true on more, 
if we may put it like this, than our say so or our holding it to be the case. 


Wittgenstein addresses similar concerns in sections 335-338: 


335 The procedure in a court of law rests on the fact that circumstances give 
statements a certain probability. The statement that, for example, someone came 
into the world without parents wouldn't ever be taken into consideration there. 
336 But what men consider reasonable or unreasonable alters. At certain periods 
men find reasonable what at other periods they found unreasonable. And vice 
versa. But is there no objective character here? Very intelligent and well-educated 
people believe in the story of creation in the Bible, while others hold it as proven 
False, and the grounds of the latter are well known to the Former. 


337 One cannot make experiments if there are not some things that one does not 
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doubt. But that does not mean that one takes certain presuppositions on trust. 
When | write a letter and post it, | take it for granted that it will arrive--l| expect 
this. IF | make an experiment | do not doubt the existence of the apparatus before 
my eyes. | have plenty of doubts, but not that. IF | do a calculation | believe, without 
any doubts, that the figures on the paper aren't switching of their own accord, and 
| also trust my memory the whole time, and trust it without any reservation. The 
certainty here is the same as that of my never having been on the moon. 

338 But imagine people who were never quite certain of these things, but said that 
they were very probably so, and that it did not pay to doubt them. Such a person, 
then, would say in my situation: "It is extremely unlikely that | have ever been on 
the moon", etc., etc. How would the life of these people differ from ours? For there 
are people who say that it is merely extremely probable that water over a Fire will 
boil and not freeze, and that therefore strictly speaking what we consider 
impossible is only improbable. What difference does this make in their lives? Isn't it 


just that they talk rather more about certain things than the rest of us? 


Again Wittgenstein demonstrates that, no matter what we are doing, we are all in 
the position of having to not doubt something. Yet this does not mean we are 
merely or simply trusting instead. Is belief, knowledge, truth, a matter of trust? - 
Or is it a matter of some other activity, perhaps different in each case? Experience 
and memory play their roles here as does a consistency in similar cases (which 
Nietzsche would regard as a belief we have imposed). Yet any situation or context 
seems to come with its own parameters and expectations regarding what it would 
be likely, acceptable or doubtful to believe as well as what we might expect to 


have knowledge of or about and what might or might not be true of it. IF there is 
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an “objective” character to any of this Wittgenstein hasn’t mentioned it here. But 
then is my inability to doubt certain propositions about the situation or context | 
am in itself a kind of “objective” moment? Is objectivity then merely only the 
realisation of the limits of my thinking and ‘true’ perhaps nothing more than the 
objectivity of a pragmatism that settles for a reiteration of a relative regularity 
from case to case? This objectivity is then manifested in our relative certainty 
towards things, a certainty which moves us from beliefs we need not necessarily 
justify to others to knowledge which we might feel the need to be able to justify as 
such to truths which must certainly be demonstrable in public to any other party. 
Yet, as Wittgenstein suggests, it would certainly make a difference to our life what 
things we believed, held true, said we knew, etc. Such stances are not merely 
inconsequential attitudes. Indeed, if they are genuine they are nothing less than 
consequential and are a matter of action. To believe something is to act in 


accordance with the belief. 


So let’s move to some further thoughts on this subject in notes 292-298: 


292 Further experiments cannot give the lie to our earlier ones, at most they may 
change our whole way of looking at things. 

293 Similarly with the sentence "water boils at 100°C." 

294 This is how we acquire conviction, this is called "being rightly convinced". 

295 So hasn't one, in this sense, a proof of the proposition? But that the same 
thing has happened again is not a proof of it; though we do say that it gives us a 
right to assume it. 


296 This is what we call an "empirical Foundation" for our assumptions. 
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297 For we learn, not just that such and such experiments had those and those 
results, but also the conclusion which is drawn. And of course there is nothing 
wrong in our doing so. For this inferred proposition is an instrument for a definite 
use. 

298 'We are quite sure of it’ does not mean just that every single person is certain 
of it, but that we belong to a community which is bound together by science and 


education. 


These statements build on the previous ones | have just discussed in that they talk 
once more about actions and practices in which our beliefs reside. 292, once more, 
points out that we do not take propositions singly. On the contrary, in accepting 
some proposition, such as that ‘water boils at 100°C’, lots of other propositions 
must also stand Fast. Such a proposition does not, cannot, stand Fast by itself. It is a 
matter of a whole picture of numerous beliefs being true or false and of how they 
Fit together. It is a matter of Fit and of the beliefs being able to relate to one 
another without disruption. IF we Follow this practice then we acquire the requisite 
“conviction” - which is something we think we need. It is part of the Function of 
beliefs, knowledge, truth, that we are “convinced” of them - and perhaps that we 
could potentially convince others of them. This is the sense of the comment at 298 
where Wittgenstein points out that being part of certain communities with certain 
practices leads to certain means of education and conviction and so certain 
standards by which things are said to have “foundation”. Here it might - 
mischievously - be suggested that “truth” is whatever we regard has having run the 


vanguard of such communal process successfully. What else might be needed? 
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We now come to a more extended section For our consideration, notes 240-254: 


240 What is the belief that all human beings have parents based on? On 
experience. And how can | base this sure belief on my experience? Well, | base it 
not only on the fact that | have known the parents of certain people but on 
everything that | have learnt about the sexual life of human beings and their 
anatomy and physiology: also on what | have heard and seen of animals. But then is 
that really a proof? 

241 Isn't this an hypothesis, which, as | believe, is again and again completely 
confirmed? 

242 Mustn't we say at every turn: "I believe this with certainty"? 

243 One says "I know" when one is ready to give compelling grounds. "| know" 
relates to a possibility of demonstrating the truth. Whether someone knows 
something can come to light, assuming that he is convinced of it. But if what he 
believes is of such a kind that the grounds that he can give are no surer than his 
assertion, then he cannot say that he knows what he believes. 

244 IF someone says "I have a body", he can be asked "Who is speaking here with 
this mouth?" 

245 To whom does anyone say that he knows something? To himself, or to 
someone else. If he says it to himself, how is it distinguished From the assertion 
that he is sure that things are like that? There is no subjective sureness that | know 
something. The certainty is subjective, but not the knowledge. So if | say "| know 
that | have two hands", and that is not supposed to express just my subjective 
certainty, | must be able to satisfy myself that | am right. But | can't do that, for my 


having two hands is not less certain before | have looked at them than afterwards. 
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But | could say: "That | have two hands is an irreversible belief." That would express 
the Fact that | am not ready to let anything count as a disproof of this proposition. 


246 "Here | have arrived at a foundation of all my beliefs." "This position | will 
hold!" But isn't that, precisely, only because | am completely convinced of it?--What 
is 'being completely convinced' like? 

247 What would it be like to doubt now whether | have two hands? Why can't | 
imagine it at all? What would | believe if | didn't believe that? So Far | have no 
system at all within which this doubt might exist. 

248 | have arrived at the rock bottom of my convictions. And one might almost say 
that these foundation-walls are carried by the whole house. 

249 One gives oneself a false picture of doubt. 

250 My having two hands is, in normal circumstances, as certain as anything that | 
could produce in evidence For it. That is why | am not in a position to take the sight 
of my hand as evidence For it. 

251 Doesn't this mean: | shall proceed according to this belief unconditionally, and 
not let anything confuse me? 

252 But it isn't just that | believe in this way that | have two hands, but that every 
reasonable person does. 

253 At the Foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not Founded. 


254 Any 'reasonable' person behaves like this. 


Once more Wittgenstein, in this quite complex section, sites belief, knowledge and 
truth in social practices. As he suggests in the final few notes here, it is a matter of 
what “every reasonable person” does and of how they behave. It will be difficult to 


argue that “I know” something by myself or insist that something is “the truth” 
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that | cannot in principle demonstrate to the satisfaction of others so that it 
receives the requisite conviction as a consequence. That this practice is so 
important is perhaps best exampled in Wittgenstein’s fixation with having two 
hands. It is clearly not based on being able to see them - for one thing, this 
requires trusting your eyesight - and if we were blindfolded for the rest of our days 
we would still be convinced we had two hands anyway even though now the 
evidence of our eyes would be removed from us permanently. Instead, 
Wittgenstein seems to suggest, it is based in our practices and in lots of things 
standing true at once into which Fits quite coherently the belief that ‘I have two 
hands’. This is to say that believing certain other things, and having these practices 
that we have, it becomes impossible to doubt certain propositions which fit 
together within them. Which is, in turn, to say that a whole host of beliefs co-exist 
together and are comfortable with their relations one to another within the 
practices | daily carry out as part of a community of such people, a community we 
might refer to as ‘reasonable people’. Here, earlier in this section, Wittgenstein 
also seems concerned to suggest that when we talk about ‘knowing’ something we 
must be talking about something more than a “subjective sureness”. Yet there is a 
problem here for is a belief | could not refute, either to myself or others, thereby 
knowledge - or merely the discovery of an inability on my, or out, part? This is a 
question Nietzsche raises as well as suggesting that “Convictions are greater 
enemies of truth than lies.” Wittgenstein, however, wants to relate knowing to 
having “compelling grounds” and to the possibility of “demonstrating the truth”. 
We might call this something about a belief that can be shown to - and implicitly to 
the satisfaction of - others. This makes knowledge and truth, at least in principle, 


communal matters in a way belief is not. Mere beliefs, we might say, are not so 
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required to be communally demonstrated or justified. They must, however, still 
meet the challenge of fitting within that web of other beliefs that we personally 


hold. 


Such thinking is also asserted in a Further section of On Certainty in notes 224-230: 


224 "| know that it never happened, for if it had happened | could not possibly have 
Forgotten it." But, supposing it did happen, then it just would have been the case 
that you had Forgotten it. And how do you know that you could not possibly have 
Forgotten it? Isn't that just from earlier experience? 

225 What | hold Fast to is not one proposition but a nest of propositions. 

226 Can | give the supposition that | have ever been on the moon any serious 
consideration at all? 

227 "Is that something that one can forget?!" 

228 "In such circumstances, people do not say ‘Perhaps we've all forgotten’, and 
the like, but rather they assume that..." 

229 Our talk gets its meaning from the rest of our proceedings. 

230 We are asking ourselves: what do we do with a statement "I know..."? For it is 
not a question of mental processes or mental states. And that is how one must 


decide whether something is knowledge or not. 


Here Wittgenstein boldly asserts at 225 and 229 that which | have been exegeting 
from multiple examples of the text of On Certainty up to this point. We may 
summarise this as the idea that “everything hangs together” and is mutually 


supporting, this “everything” being both a body of beliefs and a set of practices for 
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their use, adjudication, verification and possible justification. This is to say that we 
articulate our beliefs, and any truth or knowledge value of them, by relation to 
other beliefs and the practices that enable us to hold and maintain a system of 
beliefs in the First place. Hence the importance of Wittgenstein’s statement at 230 
which talks very specifically about what “we do” when we talk about knowing. 
Wittgenstein is here directly linking “whether something is knowledge or not” with 


what we do or do not do with or about it. 


We move to a further section of the book, notes 193-206, to consider our practices 


once more: 


193 What does this mean: the truth of a proposition is certain? 

194 With the word "certain" we express complete conviction, the total absence of 
doubt, and thereby we seek to convince other people. That is subjective certainty. 
But when is something objectively certain? When a mistake is not possible. But 
what kind of possibility is that? Mustn't mistake be logically excluded? 

195 IF | believe that | am sitting in my room when | am not, then | shall not be said 
to have made a mistake. But what is the essential difference between this case and 
a mistake? 

196 Sure evidence is what we accept as sure, it is evidence that we go by in acting 
surely, acting without any doubt. What we call "a mistake" plays a quite special 
part in our language games, and so too does what we regard as certain evidence. 
197 It would be nonsense to say that we regard something as sure evidence 
because it is certainly true. 


198 Rather, we must first determine the role of deciding for or against a 
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proposition. 

199 The reason why the use of the expression "true or False" has something 
misleading about it is that it is like saying "it tallies with the Facts or it doesn't", and 
the very thing that is in question is what "tallying" is here. 

200 Really "The proposition is either true or False" only means that it must be 
possible to decide for or against it. But this does not say what the ground for such 
a decision is like. 

201 Suppose someone were to ask: "Is it really right For us to rely on the evidence 
of our memory (or our senses) as we do?" 

202 Moore's certain propositions almost declare that we have a right to rely upon 
this evidence. 

203 [Everything that we regard as evidence indicates that the earth already existed 
long before my birth. The contrary hypothesis has nothing to confirm it at all. IF 
everything speaks For an hypothesis and nothing against it, is it objectively certain? 
One can call it that. But does it necessarily agree with the world of facts? At the 
very best it shows us what "agreement" means. We find it difficult to imagine it to 
be false, but also difficult to make use of it.] What does this agreement consist in, 
if not in the Fact that what is evidence in these language games speaks for our 
proposition? (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) 

204 Giving grounds, however, justifying the evidence, comes to an end;--but the 
end is not certain propositions’ striking us immediately as true, i.e. it is not a kind 
of seeing on our part; it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of the language- 
game. 

205 If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet False. 


206 IF someone asked us "but is that true?" we might say "yes" to him; and if he 
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demanded grounds we might say "I can't give you any grounds, but if you learn 
more you too will think the same". IF this didn't come about, that would mean that 


he couldn't for example learn history. 


It seems to me we should read this section with Richard Rorty’s earlier quoted 
metaphor of “the encyclopedia” in our heads - or Gianni Vattimo’s similar metaphor 
of “the library”. For what do we have here? It seems, once more, a matter of 
inference between beliefs which is a matter of their relations to each other within 
the practices we have for relating them in such a way. “Evidence”, “mistake”, 
“certainty” are all related to such practices and are, in fact, nothing without them. 
Hence the importance of 197: “It would be nonsense to say that we regard 
something as sure evidence because it is certainly true.” Saying it is “certainly 
true”, Wittgenstein seems to say, makes no sense without regard to our practices 
of relating beliefs to each other. It is in such practice, within our relating, that such 
truth value is made/Found - these are effectively the same here - or not. Here 203 
is important For, refusing the notion of objective certainty, Wittgenstein instead 
plumps for the idea of our processes showing us what “agreement” means in our 
language use and so within the language-game. Again, we might be said to bump 
up against an inability - objective certainty - but to have a practice in its place 
instead. And so in 204 he rejects the notion that we have a kind of seeing. What we 
have is a kind of acting, a stance towards, and this is not the same as a kind of 
seeing nor can it ever be. Is ‘true’ in this sense, then, ‘taking for true’ or ‘acting as if 
something is true’ rather than the ‘objective certainty’ we cannot seemingly have? 
“True” then comes to mean what it does in 206 which is something like “what all 


appropriately educated people would come to think” which is really a practice in 
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which it is recommended that certain beliefs fit together comfortably in ways that 
the world in all its activity does not upset. And that doesn’t sound very “objectively 


certain” now does it? 


This is becoming something of a one note symphony. Yet it is being played on 
many instruments and so has numerous timbres. Here it comes again in notes 144- 


151: 


144 The child learns to believe a host of things. l.e. it learns to act according to 
these beliefs. Bit by bit there Forms a system of what is believed, and in that 
system some things stand unshakeably Fast and some are more or less liable to 
shift. What stands fast does so, not because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing; 
it is rather held fast by what lies around it. 

145 One wants to say "All my experiences shew that it is so". But how do they do 
that? For that proposition to which they point itself belongs to a particular 
interpretation of them. "That | regard this proposition as certainly true also 
characterizes my interpretation of experience." 

146 We form the picture of the earth as a ball floating free in space and not 
altering essentially in a hundred years. | said "We form the picture etc." and this 
picture now helps us in the judgment of various situations. | may indeed calculate 
the dimensions of a bridge, sometimes calculate that here things are more in 
favour of a bridge than a ferry, etc. etc.,--but somewhere | must begin with an 
assumption or a decision. 

147 The picture of the earth as a ball is a good picture, it proves itself everywhere, 


it is also a simple picture--in short, we work with it without doubting it. 
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148 Why do | not satisfy myself that | have two feet when | want to get up from a 
chair? There is no why. | simply don't. This is how | act. 

149 My judgments themselves characterize the way | judge, characterize the 
nature of judgment. 

150 How does someone judge which is his right and which his left hand? How do | 
know that my judgment will agree with someone else's? How do | know that this 
colour is blue? IF | don't trust myself here, why should | trust anyone else's 
judgment? Is there a why? Must | not begin to trust somewhere? That is to say: 
somewhere | must begin with not-doubting; and that is not, so to speak, hasty but 
excusable: it is part of judging. 

151 | should like to say: Moore does not know what he asserts he knows, but it 
stands fast For him, as also for me; regarding it as absolutely solid is part of our 


method of doubt and enquiry. 


This section deals most intimately with the nature of human action in believing - 
and in believing as a matter of human action. Here “what stands Fast” is, once 
more, a matter of our practices and not a thing’s intrinsic obviousness or 
convincingness. Things, rather, are made/found convincing in their interpretation 
against an interpretation of our “picture” of beliefs as a whole. It would be like 
having a desert scene into which it is suggested a camel be put or, instead, a polar 
bear. We would find it much easier to Fit in the first than the second because it is 
much more adaptable to such an environment than the latter. Here the desert 
makes sense of the camel as the camel does of the desert, remembering that this 
matter of “Fit” is how the whole functions. But this is not to say that the second 


option would be impossible because we may find a context in which ‘desert’ and 
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‘polar bear’ do Fit together. After all, the TV show Lost managed to put one in the 
Hawaiian jungle! Our thinking, then, takes place, as it were, in a belief space in 
which the beliefs work together to generate a kind of coherence and relatability in 
which all Future beliefs must also cohere and by which they will be judged as a 
means of admission. Beliefs, then, are not mere beliefs, propositions in their own 
right, but also have a Function to stand fast as things by which other beliefs - and 
matters of their value and meaning - are judged as well. All this, it may be inferred 
from Wittgenstein, is not a matter of ground - which is a way of thinking the 
Austrian philosopher seems not to favour. Rather, and it can be put no simpler 
than this, it is simply a matter of practice: “There is no why... This is how | act.” The 


answer is pragmatism not metaphysics. 


The final section of On Certainty | want to look at is notes 121-130: 


121 Can one say: "Where there is no doubt there is no knowledge either"? 

122 Doesn't one need grounds For doubt? 

123 Wherever | look, | Find no ground for doubting that.... 

124 | want to say: We use judgments as principles of judgment. 

125 IF a blind man were to ask me "Have you got two hands?" | should not make 
sure by looking. IF | were to have any doubt of it, then | don't know why | should 
trust my eyes. For why shouldn't I test my eyes by looking to Find out whether | see 
my two hands? What is to be tested by what? (Who decides what stands Fast?) And 
what does it mean to say that such and such stands Fast? 

126 | am not more certain of the meaning of my words than | am of certain 


judgments. Can | doubt that this colour is called "blue"? (My) doubts form a system. 


556 


127 For how do | know that someone is in doubt? How do | know that he uses the 
words "I doubt it" as | do? 

128 From a child up | learnt to judge like this. This is judging. 

129 This is how | learned to judge; this | got to know as judgment. 

130 But isn't it experience that teaches us to judge like this, that is to say, that it is 
correct to judge like this? But how does experience teach us, then? We may derive 
it From experience, but experience does not direct us to derive anything from 
experience. IF it is the ground of our judging like this, and not just the cause, still 


we do not have a ground for seeing this in turn as a ground. 


Here we come to the Final suggestion that it is practice, and nothing but practice, 
that supports, enables and maintains our beliefs and the values they are given. It is 
not experience, it is not “grounds” - and so it is not logic or reason -, it is not direct 
sensory data - if there even is such a thing. It is only our practices and we will look 


elsewhere in vain. 


And so | come back to the issue with which | began this section and the Venn 
diagram. | do not believe such a diagram can be held to anymore in the light of 
what we have read from On Certainty. Instead, it is much more a matter of one 
circle that contains some various mixture of beliefs, knowledge and truth which, as 
the system they are with the coherence they have achieved from their mere 
interaction and relation, adjudicate themselves and so interpret the world, giving 
value and meaning according to a practice life has bequeathed this whole. In this 
practice is the life and in neither case is there reason - or need - to speak of 


“ground”. What this means for morality, as Far as | can see, is that it, as an idea in 
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itself or as a body of principles or practices, is just as bound up with this as any 
other form of knowledge or set of beliefs. The thinking here would suggest that it 
equally arises From a set of practices and beliefs which amount to a means of life 
and the practice of it. This makes morality at least practical and not necessarily 
something that it is at all to be grounded in principle, logic or reason - or, indeed, 
grounded at all. The suspicion remains that morality is just “how | act” and that, in 
any act, anything we do is little different. Pragmatism needs no grounds outside 
the Fit achieved by practice. But that is suggestive of both aestheticism and the 


spectre of nihilism. 


2. Aesthetic Nihilism 


| wish to turn back to Nietzsche now once again, yet not, at first, directly. Instead, | 
turn to the interpretation of Nietzsche as an aestheticist given by Allan Megill in 
his book Prophets of Extremity, a book which also addresses Heidegger, Derrida 
and Foucault as Further such prophets. For Megill, mainstream interpretation of 
Nietzsche, which under the post WW2 influence of Walter Kaufmann was rescued 
from a Nazi interpretation, has been of a naturalist sort. Nietzsche was seen to be 
criticising things - such as morality itself - as “anti-nature” and imploring people to 
“act naturally”. It is easy to see that in books such as Beyond Good and Evil or On 
the Genealogy of Morals or Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche criticises human culture 
in the name of something more natural. There is, of course, something in this view 
but with such a fragmentary aphorist as Nietzsche was it is always Foolish to try 
and synthesize the content under one heading. Nietzsche was certainly a critic of 


what we might call “human culture” - and often of what others might imagine to be 
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human culture’s great creations such as Western Thought and Christianity - yet we 
should not imagine that this has him praising the blank slate of nature as a 
consequence. Nietzsche, as | have had cause to say before, was a philosopher of 
life and so life, in its biology and physiology, in terms of its health and prosperance, 


was a topic that habitually interested him. 


There are also further clues in Nietzsche's writing that he is, in Fact, perhaps not 
praising nature as an antidote to the errors of artificial human culture and so being 
a thorough-going naturalist. The first is the ubiquity of his concentration on 
interpretation which | have had cause to emphasise previously. In relation to the 
topic of this book we need only mention here his aphorism to the effect that 
“There are no moral phenomena but only a moral interpretation of phenomena” as 
a perfect example. Another clue is his focus on “fiction” which | have taken up so 
enthusiastically in my own way under Nietzsche's influence. A third is to ask, if 
Nietzsche be a naturalist, what the content of such a Nietzschean, naturalist 
morality as he might be said to have is? The answer, as Megill rightly says, is that 
there isn’t one because, for Nietzsche, beset all around by fiction and 
interpretation, there could be no such thing. Such a “natural” morality would, 
could, only be one more interpretive fiction. “Nature” in the positing of such a 
thing as a “natural morality” would just be one more piece of rhetoric. Nietzsche 
often seems to argue that people have forgotten what “naturalness” was in any 


case, so caught up in their pragmatic fictions are they now. 


At this point in his analysis Megill raises some interesting questions which lead into 


others | ask myself. For example, what is nature and what is culture - and when 
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does one become the other? How might we distinguish these two in reality aside 
from contrasting the most extreme examples of each as if they stood for the 
whole? What about the human is “natural” and what “cultural” and what 
difference, if any, does such a difference, if there is one, make? Does a 
natural/artificial divide make any sense, serve any purpose or exist in reality? Is the 
notion of a “natural morality” empirical or ideal? IF such a thing could exist would, 
could or should we want it? Is morality itself, by the Fact that in some senses it is 
certainly artificial and created, not in some basic sense itself unnatural (and so, we 
must assume, cultural)? IF we were to decide that, yes, morality is actually in the 
main an artificial and so cultural product then on what basis can we choose 
between one created morality and another? Why, as another example, are some 
sexual practices deemed “natural” and others “unnatural” when “nature”, as it 
were, allows them all? In the end, is “nature” a guide to morality at all? Is morality a 
matter of “the nature of things’? Megill insists that For the Nietzsche who can 


speak only of “moral interpretations of phenomena?” it is not and it cannot be. 


It is only at this point in his argument that Megill introduces Nietzsche as an 
aestheticist, as one who argues between various alternative interpretive prospects 
on aesthetic grounds. And it has an initial ring of truth when the reader of 
Nietzsche’s work, his or her head now filled up with talk about art and artists, 
creativity, Fiction and interpretation, comes to consider such an idea. Primarily here 
one imagines Zarathustra who, in Nietzsche’s thought, is a strong artist who 
overcomes the world by remaking it. This, we must imagine, is surely what 
Nietzsche means when, speaking through Zarathustra, he says, “you yourselves 


should create what you have called the world: the world should be formed in your 
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image by your reason, your will and your love. And truly, for your bliss, you 
enlightened ones!” In Nietzschean thinking the heroine finds her salvation in 
creating. In this, through much suffering, she finds a destiny even though it might 
kill her For, as Nietzsche asks elsewhere in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “What warrior 
wants to be spared?” It seems to me that, in this, the naturalism that Megill 
diagnoses in many interpretations of Nietzsche actually goes hand in hand with the 
aestheticism he wants to focus on instead. Nietzsche, if we may say so, is 
pragmatically taking advantage of the Fact that nature’s “raw matter” is like a 
potter's clay and so there to be worked with. His observation that all is 
interpretation applies no less to him than to anyone else (which is to contradict all 
his opponents who accuse him of criticising only views not his own as being 
“interpretation”) and so he is Fully at liberty to create himself. Here we might say, 
in Fact, that what Nietzsche criticises in his opponents is not that they have created 
- everybody creates - but that they have created so poorly and with such 


deleterious effects. 


So it is that Megill argues that Nietzsche can Find justification For things merely ina 
“terrible artist’s egoism” as Nietzsche himself phrases it in On the Genealogy of 
Morals. Here naturalness or utility or rationality could only be rhetorical strategies 
to cover over such aesthetic impetus. Nietzsche thinks of art, says Megill, as 
“ontogenetic”, as having “world-making significance”. Megill continues: “What 


neat 


comes into being does so as a result of artistic will; the “given,” “natural” materials 
of this creation have no more significance than the blank emptiness of the artist's 
canvas as he starts to paint.” So it is much more, in this interpretation of Nietzsche, 


that the world is a work of art than that it has some naturalist pull over us or 
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imperative to which we must conform. Nietzsche, in this interpretation, is not 
lauding the claims of morality over us but he is, instead, saying that it is something 
that we can create, make and, if necessary, re-make. “Nature” and “the natural” 
themselves now become human creations and Megill links this to an aphoristic idea 
Found on multiple occasions in The Birth of Tragedy, this being that “it is only as an 
aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified.” So it is 
that in Nietzschean thought concerns For life as biological phenomenon and for the 
world and existence as aesthetic playgrounds for the creative come together and 
are pursued. But it is in Nietzsche’s aesthetic point of view that things such as truth 
and reason find a dangerous opponent for his aesthetic criteria seek to undermine 
the claims of rationality or utility - or even “naturalness” or “givenness” - to be the 
arbiters of such things. Instead, suddenly “the work of art” or “the text” or 
“language” as aesthetic systems are taking the lead and, scandalously, controlling 


themselves and generating both the truth and the reason. 


A crucial aspect of this in Nietzschean thought is the death of God which Nietzsche 


announces in section 125 of The Gay Science: 


The madman.- Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright 
morning hours, ran to the marketplace, and cried incessantly: "| seek God! | seek God!" 
-As many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just then, he 
provoked much laughter. Has he got lost? asked one. Did he lose his way like a child? 
asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a voyage? 


emigrated? -Thus they yelled and laughed. 
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The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. “Whither is 
God?" he cried; "I will tell you. We have killed him-you and |. All of us are his 
murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the 
sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained 
this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from 
all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward. forward. in all 
directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite 
nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not 
night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do 
we hear nothing as yet of the noise of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we 
smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? Gods, too. decompose. God is dead. 


God remains dead. And we have killed him. 


"How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest 
and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: 
who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What 
festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the 
greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to 
appear worthy of it? There has never been a greater deed; and whoever is born after 
us-for the sake of this deed he will belong to a higher history than all history 


hitherto.” 


Here the madman fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, too, were 


silent and stared at him in astonishment. At last he threw his lantern on the ground, 


and it broke into pieces and went out. "| have come too early," he said then: "my time 
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is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet 
reached the ears of men. Lightning and thunder require time; the light of the stars 
requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to be seen and heard. This deed is 
still more distant from them than the most distant stars-and yet they have done it 


themselves.” 


It has been related further that on the same day the madman forced his way into 
several churches and there struck up his requiem aeternam deo. Led out and called to 
account, he is said always to have replied nothing but: "What after all are these 


churches now if they are not the tombs and sepulchers of God?” 


Here we see in this powerful allegory, Formed after the example of Diogenes 
looking for “a human being”, a picture in which it seems as if a painter’s canvas has 
been rubbed out. Creation, God’s creation, has been un-made. And what it will take 
as a result is its re-making which is a matter of invention. Nietzsche imagined that 
the madman had come too early but he saw that the day was coming even as a 
prophet sees the destruction of an infidel’s kingdom and the making of a new 
kingdom under the imprint of a new vision. But the problem the death of God 
causes is nihilism For to un-make is to wipe away all values and so all coordinates 
for meaning making. The world is null. Nature is a nothing. There is a void. How 


might this be responded to? 


Megill imagines two responses. First, he speaks of those who see it as “oppressive 


and burdensome”. He thinks such people see the void, “shudder [and] draw back”. 


But I’m not sure that’s true. It seems more truthful to me, not least in Nietzschean 
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interpretation, to say that such people are creators who do not realise (or, 
perhaps, do not want to realise) that that is what they are. They are people who, in 
a way most unlike Richard Rorty, want to distinguish between finding and making. 
And they are Finders of “what is there” rather than makers of it. And so everything 
becomes about “corresponding” to the “essence” of what “is there” and can “speak 
For itself’. Such people are Foundationalists who speak about reality as if it were 
fixed and metaphysical, set in place by rules we can find out and which we respond 
best to by identifying them and making them our stars to steer by. Megill calls 


these people “passive and anaesthetic” in attitude. 


This is contrasted, by Megill at least, with “an active, aesthetic nihilism” which he 
thinks Nietzsche “prescribes... as the appropriate attitude for modern, and 
postmodern, existence.” These would be the makers if the former group are the 
finders in our inappropriate Rortian distinction. These are those who “dance upon” 
the void according to Megill. Yet, again, I’m not sure this is quite right. | have 
already articulated my belief that the former group are not those who become 
depressed at a loss of the world so much as those who plough on in the belief that 
something is there, something of substance. In that case, the “makers” in our little 
comparison are those who know (or who take up the interpretive position!) that all 
substance is made, that neither Form nor content is given but that interpretation 
goes all the way down and that fiction is all there is. Such conclusions and their 
enabling practices would shock and outrage the Finders of the First grouping who 
would insist that we find rather than make and so that substance is given and it is 
our job to appropriately recognise it, correspond to it and represent it. They would 


recoil in horror at the Nietzschean notion that everything is “a perspectival 
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appearance whose origin lies in us.” For Nietzsche, however, life, and so truth and 
the reason it is claimed makes it possible, is not much other than an aesthetic lie as 
we embark upon a creative response to the void in which God is dead, a world of 


aesthetic play. 


Nietzsche’s hero is, thus, the artist and creativity is repeatedly lauded throughout 
the Nietzschean canon. The artist, according to Megill, “transmutes reality” as Far 
as Nietzsche is concerned. Brute existence is but the material, or perhaps the 
materiality, with which such an artist works. It is also part of the Nietzschean self- 
image as in the example of the prophet-poet-philosopher, Zarathustra, and the 
“artist-philosopher” to which he refers at the beginning of the fourth and final 
section of his “principles of a new evaluation” in The Will to Power. This, we may 
also note, is after saying that “Our religion, morality, and philosophy are decadence 
forms of man. The countermovement: art.” Noting this emphasis, it then seems 
incumbent upon me as a responsible inquirer to peruse that final section of 
Nietzsche's “principles of a new evaluation” which Focus so deliberately on “The 


Will to Power as Art” for Further clues. 


| begin, as so often previously in my Nietzsche interpreting, at the end. The Final 
note in the section “The Will to Power as Art”, which is also the Final note of the 
“principles of a new evaluation”, is a fragmentary set of comments on Nietzsche's 
first book, The Birth of Tragedy. This book, which deals with the Greeks, and 
particularly with their invention of tragedy, a pessimistic art, is, at least in later 
Nietzschean recitation, an argument for the aesthetic over the moral where 


morality is seen as the decadence and decay of human beings. Aestheticism is, 
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then, in some respect, seen as a countermeasure or antidote. Yet in note 853 of 
The Will to Power, which was titled by an editor “Art in ‘The Birth of Tragedy’”, we 
find some of Nietzsche’s most preposterous yet stunning rhetoric that has 


survived its author. Consider, for example, the following: 


The antithesis of a real and an apparent world is lacking here: there is only one world, 
and this is false, cruel, contradictory, seductive, without meaning— A world thus con- 
stituted is the real world. We have need of lies in order to conquer this reality, this 
“truth,” that is, in order to live— That lies are necessary in order to live is itself part of 


the terrifying and questionable character of existence. 


Metaphysics, morality, religion, science— in this book these things merit consideration 
only as various forms of lies: with their help one can have faith in life. “Life ought to 
inspire confidence” : the task thus imposed is tremendous. To solve it, man must be a 
liar by nature, he must be above all an artist. And he is one: metaphysics, religion, 
morality, science— all of them only products of his will to art, to lie, to flight from 
“truth,” to negation of “truth.” This ability itself, thanks to which he violates reality by 
means of lies, this artistic ability of man par excellence— he has it in common with 
everything that is. He himself is after all a piece of reality, truth, nature: how should 


he not also be a piece of genius in lying! 


That the character of existence is to be misunderstood—profoundest and supreme 
secret motive behind all that is virtue, science, piety, artistry. Never to see many 
things, to see many things falsely, to imagine many things: oh how shrewd one still is 


in circumstances in which one is furthest from thinking oneself shrewd! Love, 


567 


enthusiasm, “God”— So many subtleties of ultimate self-deception, so many 
seductions to life, so much faith in life! In those moments in which man was deceived, 
in which he duped himself, in which he believes in life: oh how enraptured he feels! 
What delight! What a feeling of power! How much artists’ triumph in the feeling of 
power!— Man has once again become master of “material’—master of truthi— And 
whenever man rejoices, he is always the same in his rejoicing: he rejoices as an artist, 


he enjoys himself as power, he enjoys the lie as his form of power.— 


Here Nietzsche seems almost to have come to a state of Frenzy as he lauds the 
human being as an artist who is a liar as pretty much the duty of human beings. 
“Life” here is the ultimate value and as a value it must be preserved above all 
others even if it takes acts of huge interpretive, artistic mendacity to do so. Life 
becomes about seeing things falsely and imagining many things. “What's there” is 
irrelevant: what it can be made into is not. That this will include acts of self- 
deception is also not denied for there are lies that can be carried out knowingly 
but there are sometimes occasions that can only be perpetrated if we begin First 
by lying to ourselves. The human being must, then, be “a liar by nature” and art, the 
aesthetic vision, must be a liar’s craft. We, each of a piece with truth, must have a 
will to its negation. And so Nietzsche sees “metaphysics, religion, morality, science” 
as examples of such will - at least as pragmatically or Functionally so. In their ability 


to create great lies human beings find their “delight” and “a Feeling of power”. 
Now it might be argued by those not so caught up in such Dionysiac Frenzy that 
such a “will to lying” is immoral. But this would be to let the Nietzschean 


evaluation of things pass you by. In a Further part of note 853 this is spelt out: 
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Art and nothing but art! It is the great means of making life possible, the great 
seduction to life, the great stimulant of life. Art as the only superior counterforce to 
all will to denial of life, as that which is anti-Christian, anti-Buddhist, anti-nihilist 

par excellence. 

Art as the redemption of the man of knowledge— of those who see the terrifying and 
questionable character of existence, who want to see it, the men of tragic knowledge. 
Art as the redemption of the man of action— of those who not only see the terrifying 
and questionable character of existence but live it, want to live it, the tragic-warlike 
man, the hero. 

Art as the redemption of the sufferer— as the way to states in which suffering is 


willed, transfigured, deified, where suffering is a form of great delight. 


Such a vision, for those appropriately Nietzschean, is not “immoral”: it is noble! It is 
glorious! It is a destiny! It is also a “redemption” from the nihilism diagnosed earlier 
by Megill as “passive and anaesthetic”. Essentially here Nietzsche argues that by 
great artistic acts of fiction life can be given the value and meaning it deserves and 
simultaneously be redeemed from the nihilism others have condemned it to with 
their inauthentic systematizations and weak, sickly creeds. The “character of 
existence”, says Nietzsche, is “terrifying” and “questionable” and, as a result, we 
need to tell much better lies to make life worthwhile than have so Far been told in 
many cases. This suggests that we ourselves might need to be monstrous. Yet here 
one might respond with a counter moral value of “truth” as the supreme value to 
counter this Nietzschean will to creative lying monstrosity. But Nietzsche stands 


ready to pronounce on truth in the very same note: 
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truth does not count as the supreme value, even less as the supreme power. The will 
to appearance, to illusion, to deception, to becoming and change (to objectified 
deception) here counts as more profound, primeval, “metaphysical” than the will to 
truth, to reality, to mere appearance:— the last is itself merely a form of the will to 


illusion. 


In the Final analysis, in the new, Nietzschean evaluation of all values, “art is worth 
more than truth”, Fiction is worth more than reality, illusion beats out the cold light 
of day. In this new evaluation we have “art as the new task of life” which is, thus, 
subsumed entirely under an aesthetic veil of appearances in a world of what things 
(can be made to) look like. It is in this sense that we may now regard seriously 
those times where Nietzsche calls himself an “immoralist”. Thus, as Nietzsche 
states in note 822, “We possess art lest we perish of the truth.” Thus, as Nietzsche 
states in note 827, “the Formula tyrannizes.” Thus, as Nietzsche states in note 836, 
we should “appeal to the instincts.” And so we may work back, having this 
hyperbolic Nietzschean description of the aesthetic, to note 820 with its life- 


intoxicated, sensual view of the world: 


In the main, | agree more with the artists than with any philosopher hitherto: they 
have not lost the scent of life, they have loved the things of “this world’— they have 
loved their senses. To strive for “desensualization”: that seems to me a 
misunderstanding or an illness or a cure, where it is not merely hypocrisy or self- 
deception. | desire for myself and for all who live, may live, without being tormented 
by a puritanical conscience, an ever-greater spiritualization and multiplication of the 


senses; indeed, we should be grateful to the senses for their subtlety, plenitude, and 
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power and offer them in return the best we have in the way of spirit. What are 
priestly and metaphysical calumnies against the senses to us! We no longer need 
these calumnies: it is a sign that one has turned out well when, like Goethe, one clings 
with ever-greater pleasure and warmth to the “things of this world”:— for in this way 
he holds firmly to the great conception of man, that man becomes the transfigurer of 


existence when he learns to transfigure himself. 


That one may transfigure and transpose oneself - this is the key to transfiguring 
and transposing the world and so its values. And it is a lover’s art, the art of a lover 
who fictionalises the beloved, making them not merely a matter of our Feeling but, 
rather, an object. We do not imagine ourselves in love: we really are. Love posits 


the “is” that we have no right to posit. Love, in its lies and Falsifications, makes real: 


one lies well when one loves, about oneself and to oneself: one seems to oneself 
transfigured, stronger, richer, more perfect, one is more perfect-— Here we discover 
art as an organic function: we discover it in the most angelic instinct, “love” ; we 
discover it as the greatest stimulus of life— art thus sublimely expedient even when it 
lies— But we should do wrong if we stopped with its power to lie: it does more than 
merely imagine; it even transposes values. And it is not only that it transposes the 


feeling of values: the lover is more valuable, is stronger. (Note 808) 


Here, in an interpretation in its own way deliciously perverse, Nietzsche has made 
our most noble emotion, love, into a means of mendacious transformation, a way 
to create and recreate the world. Love changes value itself - as is seen when 


someone becomes a lover and is then made into so much more than they were 
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before. However, becoming once more not that which is beloved, the falsified 
reality as the beloved is removed from them, they become less, they are 
transfigured back into that which is no longer beloved. This being Nietzsche, of 


course, there is a biological explanation given For all this. We Find it in note 804: 


That which is instinctively repugnant to us, aesthetically, is proved by mankind's 
longest experience to be harmful, dangerous, worthy of suspicion: the suddenly vocal 
aesthetic instinct (e.g., in disgust) contains a judgment. To this extent the beautiful 
stands within the general category of the biological values of what is useful, 
beneficent, life-enhancing—but in such a way that a host of stimuli that are only 
distantly associated with, and remind us only faintly of, useful things and states give 
us the feeling of the beautiful, i.e., of the increase of the feeling of power (— not 
merely things, therefore, but also the sensations that accompany such things, or 


symbols of them). 


Thus the beautiful and the ugly are recognized as relative to our most fundamental 
values of preservation. It is senseless to want to posit anything as beautiful or ugly 
apart from this. The beautiful exists just as little as does the good, or the true. In every 
case it is a question of the conditions of preservation of a certain type of man: thus 
the herd man will experience the value feeling of the beautiful in the presence of 


different things than will the exceptional or over-man. 


It is the perspective of the foreground, which concerns itself only with immediate 


consequences, from which the value of the beautiful (also of the good, also of the 


true) arises. All instinctive judgments are shortsighted in regard to the chain of 
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consequences: they advise what is to be done immediately. The understanding is 
essentially a brake upon immediate reactions on the basis of instinctive judgments: it 


retards, it considers, it looks further along the chain of consequences. 


Judgments concerning beauty and ugliness are shortsighted (— they are always 
opposed by the understanding—) but persuasive in the highest degree; they appeal to 
our instincts where they decide most quickly and pronounce their Yes and No before 


the understanding can speak. 


Here Nietzsche gives a biologistic, naturalistic explanation of the will to 
aestheticism and so the two views, the naturalistic and the aesthetic, in some 
sense are seen to dovetail in Nietzsche. Again, the aesthetic sense is pre-rational, it 
is operative before and behind “the understanding”. And it is here we Find our 


interpreting, lying, will to illusion For, as Nietzsche says in the same note: 


It is not possible to remain objective, or to suspend the interpretive, additive, 


interpolating, poetizing power 


And this is a will to lies because 


To experience a thing as beautiful means: to experience it necessarily wrongly. 


The aestheticizing sense is a lying sense, a lover's sense that transfigures material 


reality into the useful lie. Reality is plastic to Fiction’s loving touch, unable to resist 


the artist's sensuous manipulations. 
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It is under the auspices of such an interpretation that we can see similar and 
associated ideas elsewhere in Nietzsche, for example some thoughts from book 3 
of The Gay Science which also contains the parable of the madman and the “death 
of God”, to which | have already referred, and which is referred to by Nietzsche in 
the opening aphorism of that section of the book for the first time. It is in the next 


note, note 109, that Nietzsche goes on to say: 


The total character of the world, however, is in all eternity chaos - in the sense not of 
a lack of necessity but of a lack of order, arrangement, form, beauty, wisdom, and 


whatever other names there are for our aesthetic anthropomorphisms 


and 


But how could we reproach or praise the universe? Let us beware of attributing to it 
heartlessness and unreason or their opposites: it is neither perfect nor beautiful, nor 
noble, nor does it wish to become any of these things; it does not by any means strive 


to imitate man. None of our aesthetic and moral judgments apply to it. 


Here we have a world subject to our aesthetic appreciation as impositions upon its 
“cthatness” but which, of course, are not of it; rather, they are about it, in relation to 
it, uses of it. The world is not a human being. It is not subject to our “aesthetic 
anthropomorphisms” even while we subject it to them. Such aesthetic judgments 
are our aesthetic uses of the world. And, as we now already know, our 
manipulative lover's lies about it. Here, we explain nothing. As Nietzsche points out 


in note 112: “How should explanations be at all possible when we first turn 


574 


everything into an image, our image!” The world is not “an image”, the world is just 
there and we create the image. An image that Nietzsche creates in this section of 
The Gay Science is that of “the horizon of the infinite” which is immediately prior to 


the parable of the madman at note 124: 


We have left the land and have embarked. We have burned our bridges behind us - 

indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the land behind us. Now. little ship, look 
out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure, it does not always roar, and at times it lies 
spread out like silk and gold and reveries of graciousness. But hours will come when 
you will realize that it is infinite and that there is nothing more awesome than infinity. 
Oh, the poor bird that felt free and now strikes the walls of this cage! Woe, when you 
feel homesick for the land as if it had offered more freedom-and there is no longer 


any "land." 


This is a perfect example of Nietzsche's aesthetic nihilism. Its not that we are all 
adrift at sea... but that we would be no Freer on land, the land that no longer exists 


anyway! All there is, is the creative opportunities of infinity. 


Thereafter in this section of The Gay Science | would draw attention to the 
Following run of notes which deal with this aesthetic sense’s greatest enemy, in 


Nietzschean thinking, Christianity: 


130 


A dangerous resolve.- The Christian resolve to find the world ugly and bad has made 


the world ugly and bad. 
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131 

Christianity and suicide.- When Christianity came into being, the craving for suicide 
was immense-and Christianity turned it into a lever of its power. It allowed only two 
kinds of suicide. dressed them up with the highest dignity and the highest hopes, and 
forbade all others in a terrifying manner. Only martyrdom and the ascetic’s slow 


destruction of his body were permitted. 


132 
Against Christianity.- What is now decisive against Christianity is our taste~ no longer 


our reasons. 


We might reasonably respond to such notes with questions which highlight the 
aesthetic valuation in such observations. How, for example, could the world be 
“made bad and ugly” if it were not? Perhaps because it can be made to look that 
way regardless? Is this, in turn, of a piece with being able to “dress [things] up with 
the highest dignity and the highest hopes” Nietzsche then speaks of? And what 
then when Nietzsche says that Christianity has become a matter of “our taste”, an 
adjudication which is purely aesthetic in characterisation? In each case it is not 
what things are that matters; rather, it is what they can be made to look like or 
even that they can be made to look like. It is, perhaps, that thinking is a “making 
simpler” such as Nietzsche suggests in notes 179 and 189 in the same section of 


The Gay Science: 


Thoughts.- Thoughts are the shadows of our feelings - always darker, emptier. and 


simpler. 
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The thinker.- He is a thinker; that means, he knows how to make things simpler than 


they are. 


But what about if, to round this quoting directly from Nietzsche off, we peer into 
the mind of his own greatest creation - Zarathustra? Do we find the lying artist, the 


Falsifying lover, the mendacious Fiction monger, there too? Of course we do: 


Of The Afterworldsmen 
..No longer to bury the head in the sand of heavenly things, but to carry it freely, an 


earthly head which creates meaning for the earth... 


Of War and Warriors 

... You should be the kind of men whose eyes always seek an enemy — your enemy. And 
with some of you there is a hate at first sight. You should seek your enemy, wage your 
war and for your thoughts! And when your thought is defeated, then your honesty 
should cry out in triumph even for that... 

...Let your love for life be love for your highest hope, and let your highest hope be the 
highest thought of life! But you shall have your highest thought commanded by me - 
and it says: human being is something that shall be overcome. So live your life of 
obedience and war! What matters living long! What warrior wants to be spared! | 


spare you not, | love you thoroughly, my brothers in wari... 


Of the Flies of the Marketplace 


... The people have little idea of greatness, that is to say: creativeness... 
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Of the Thousand and One Goals 
...No people could live without evaluating; but if it wishes to maintain itself it must 


not evaluate as its neighbour evaluates... 


..A table of values hangs over every people. Behold, it is the table of its overcomings; 


behold it is the voice of its will to power... 


...Indeed, humans gave themselves all of their good and evil. Indeed, they did not take 
it, they did not find it, it did not fall to them as a voice from heaven. Humans first 
placed values into things, in order to preserve themselves — they first created meaning 
for things, a human meaning! That is why they call themselves “human,” that is: the 
esteemer. Esteeming is creating: hear me, you creators! Esteeming itself is the 
treasure and jewel of all esteemed things. Only through esteeming is there value, and 
without esteeming the nut of existence would be hollow. Hear me, you creators! 
Change of values — that is the change of creators. Whoever must be a creator always 
annihilates. First peoples were creators and only later individuals; indeed, the 
individual himself is still the youngest creation. Peoples once hung a tablet of the 
good over themselves. Love that wants to rule and love that wants to obey such 


tablets created together... 


Of the Way of the Creator 


...Can you give yourself your own evil and good and hang your will above yourself like 


a law? Can you be your own judge and the avenger of your law?... 


..One day you will cry “Everything is false!”... 
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..Lonely one, you go the way to yourself! And past you yourself leads your way and 


past your seven devils!... 


...Lonely one, you go the way of the creator: you will create yourself a god out of your 
seven devils!... With your love go into your isolation and with your creativity, my 
brother... With my tears go into your isolation, my brother. | love him who wants to 


create over and beyond himself and thus perishes... 


On the Blissful Islands 

..And what you called world, that should first be created by you: your reason, your 
image, your will, your love itself it should become! And truly, for your own bliss, you 
seekers of kKnowledgel!... But the best parables should speak about time and becoming: 
they should be praise and justification of all that is not everlasting! Creating — that is 
the great redemption from suffering, and life’s becoming light. But in order for the 


creator to be, suffering is needed and much transformation... 


On Self-Overcoming 

... You do violence with your values and words of good and evil, you valuators; and this 
is your hidden love and the gleaming, trembling and flowing-over of your souls. But a 
stronger force grows out of your values and a new overcoming; upon it egg and 
eggshell break. And whoever must be a creator in good and evil - truly, he must first 
be an annihilator and break values. Thus the highest evil belongs to the highest 


goodness, but this is the creative one... 
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Of Immaculate Perception 

...Indeed, you do not love the earth as creators, begetters, and enjoyers of becoming! 
Where is innocence? Where there is will to beget. And whoever wants to create over 
and beyond himself, he has the purest will. Where is beauty? Where | must will with 
my entire will; where | want to love and perish so that an image does not remain 


merely an image... 


The Wanderer 
..And whatever yet may come to me as fate and experience - a wandering and a 


mountain-climbing will be in it: in the final analysis one experiences only oneself... 


To be sure, this is an inadequate amount of material on which to judge the whole 
of Thus Spoke Zarathustra in this respect but a fuller analysis must wait for 
another day. Yet here we have a suggestive selection of snippets that what has 
come before should illuminate and to which | must add some sections from 
Zarathustra’s Prologue, both as a reiteration and as a thematic, and typically 


Nietzschean, culmination: 


| teach you the Superman. Man is something that should be overcome. What have you 
done to overcome him? All creatures hitherto have created something beyond 
themselves: and do you want to be the ebb of this great tide, and return to the 
animals rather than overcome Man?... Behold, | teach you the Superman. The 
Superman is the meaning of the earth. Let your will say: The Superman shall be the 
meaning of the earth! | entreat you, my brothers, remain true to the earth, and do not 


believe those who speak to you of superterrestrial hopes! They are poisoners, whether 
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they know it or not... What is the greatest thing you can experience? It is the hour of 
the great contempt. The hour in which even your own happiness grows loathsome to 


you, and your reason and your virtue also... 


MY HAPPINESS SHOULD JUSTIFY EXISTENCE ITSELF 


In Zarathustra, uniquely in the Nietzschean canon if we don’t count his 
extraordinary “autobiography”, Ecce Homo, Nietzsche becomes that which he 
speaks in Favour of. All the creating and begetting comes to the fore in creating 
and begetting: Nietzsche as cultural critic and personal example and artist- 
philosopher in one. As a mixture of poet, warrior, prophet, philosopher and artist 
he shows what he loves and makes for his beloved, life, that kind of world he 
would want to live it in. In this creative begetting in the void of that which only 
speaks when given a human voice there is no immorality For it is fabricated as an 
“innocence” that creates new values for the world. Such creation is redemption 
even though it be suffering - and perhaps even unto death. But then “what warrior 
wants to be spared?” when one has a meaningful, vibrant, sensuous, newly 
evaluated life of the earth to gain? One senses again the onset of a Dionysiac 
intoxication, a lover’s love and a Fiction teller’s manipulation in which the aesthetic 
sense sees all, makes all and revalues all. It creates itself, the world and all values - 
and that “beyond good and evil” in a “twilight of the idols” without grounds 


beyond aestheticism, art and human practices... 
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Y: MORALITY-IN-THE-MIDST 


This is that section of my book where | am meant to join all the strands together 
into some coherent whole, say “Here | stand!”, and argue my particular pitch. But | 
am going to try and not do that because the motto under which this book and its 
two forerunner essays have been written is “There is nothing to stick to”. It would 
reflect unfavourably on such a belief if my conclusion was that there was some 


creed which escaped the Force of this assertion. 


And so, in this section of my book in which | will talk about the compromise that is 
life in the midst of all other things, | am going to return back to where it all began 
in my original essay which is with Taoism and with Zen Buddhism, a form of 
Buddhism, at least in its Chinese “Chan” form, influenced by Taoism. This will seem, 
to some, to confuse spirituality with a more properly philosophic interest. 
However, as with the Taoists and Zen Buddhists both ancient and modern, | do not 
make such a distinction, something borne of a Western, Enlightenment thinking 
completely alien to the thought of the East. And since | think this Eastern 
orientation better | would not have it dessicated by Western shibboleths and its 
common taste for scientism - not to mention its regular evaluating of all thought 
not conformed to scientific principles as, in some sense, lesser thought. Such 
thought is distinguished by its epistemologically motivated differentiations and its 
need to possess things. This is totally at odds with the therapeutic holism of the 


East. 
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Morality-in-the-midst is motivated for me by an expression ascribed to Ming-Dao 
Deng who speaks about “the seashore mind” in his book 365 Tao: Daily Meditations. 
The metaphor here is simple: the sea is constantly washing over the shore so that 
the latter never stays the same. The traces of what happens there are continually 
being washed away and never linger for too long. As the seashore, so the mind. 
There, too, what happens should not stick around. It should not be held onto and 
we should not develop an attachment to things that happen there. We should let 
the sea of passing time wash thoughts away again. Easy come, easy go. Or, in a 
thought credited to Tilopa: “Have a mind that is open to everything, and attached 
to nothing.” As | look back over my previous interaction with the scattered 
thoughts of Taoist or Zen persuasion, particularly in the collection of them called 
Thirteen Square that | collated and collected, a few stand out especially well on 


this theme: 


20 Do everything with a mind that let's go. 


32 All wrongdoing arises because of mind. 


34 The world is won by those who let it go. 


46 The entire teaching of Buddhism can be summed up in this way: Nothing is 


worth holding on to. 


77 The no-mind thinks no-thoughts about no-things. 
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106 Everything changes. There is nothing to stick to. That is the Buddha's most 


important teaching. 


108 We must realise that nothing is as it seems, that what we think is not the same 


as what is. 


111 Know nothing. 


These sayings, | am sure, will seem absurd to many and outrageously preposterous 
to some. It is, For example, perhaps impossible For a mind sold for free into the 
slavery of Western Thought to ever imagine that “knowing nothing” can be a 
virtue, let alone the ideal. But here, clearly, we have a different mind at work. This 
mind, - or should | say no-mind? - perhaps most strongly exemplified in the Buddha 
Gautama himself, asserts that “There is nothing to stick to” - a saying attributed to 
the very same Buddha. “Buddha”, of course, is not a name. It is a description and it 
means “Enlightened One”. And so, in turn, it suggests that there is another 
enlightenment to be Found in knowing nothing and having nothing to stick to and 
in believing that no situation in life is set in stone as it appears to us to be with all 
our desires, beliefs and opinions that have shaped it so. It is this enlightenment in 
the moral sphere that | would pursue within the context of such a philosophy, one 
Further described, again by Tilopa, in his famous “Six Precepts” which run as 


Follows according to the explanatory translation of Ken McLeod: 


1. Let go of what has passed. 


2. Let go of what may come. 
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3. Let go of what is happening now. 
4. Don’t try to Figure anything out. 
5. Don’t try to make anything happen. 


6. Relax, right now, and rest. 


Alan Watts and Alex Wayman translated these same words in the Following way: 


1. No thought. 
2. No reflection. 
3. No analysis. 

4. No cultivation. 
5. No intention. 


6. Let it settle itself. 


None of this, of course, should be seen as a “something to stick to” for it is, in Fact, 
not a taking on but a giving up. The human being, an habitual creature, often of 
artificial customs and traditions, will want to do what it has always done, whatever 
that may be, and it then becomes a discipline not to be that habitual creature 
anymore, to have that seashore mind to which | have already referred. But even if 
some habits still die hard we should remember that even on seashores sometimes 
things are Found which take longer to wash away again than others. There are no 
“rules” here but only a metaphor, an image from the nature which this mentality 


seeks to find its place within and to co-exist with. 
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But | would begin here with a Few thoughts on innocence and guilt, especially as 
that refers to a story bound up in the mythology of the West, the story of Adam 
and Eve in the Garden of Eden in chapters 2 and 3 of the Jewish book now 
anglicised as Genesis. The story itself is well enough known. The Jewish God 
creates a man, Adam, and puts him in a fantastical garden and later creates a 
companion for him, Eve. All is sweetness and light and we imagine a state of 
perfect innocence where not only is evil and wrongdoing not evident but it is a 
literally unthinkable thought or undoable act. Here is innocence so pure that 
wrong is impossible. But then along comes the Tempter in the form of a serpent 
and impugns the innocence of our duo so that they contradict practically the only 
command they have been given upon being set in the Garden. This is not to eat of 
the Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad, of which they do, upon being 
tempted, eat, or of the Tree of Life. This, lest it need be said at all, is, of course, a 


story and not journalism. 


But it is to my mind an exceedingly consequential story. For instance, we may think 
about the whole setup of this story in terms of how it plays out with the Garden 
and the two centrally placed trees of such consequence. Adam and Eve, | would 
maintain, are here possessed of innocence regarding these things which are, and 
are meant to be, beyond them. Can they even be blamed for eventually eating the 
Fruit of one of the trees if, prior to this, there are realizations it seems impossible 
for them to have? God, on the other hand, literally cannot be innocent for he has 
set up this whole scenario. He planted the knowingness and awareness of good 
and bad in the centre of the Garden along with the possibility of eternal life. Yet in 


his all-knowingness, in his omniscience, is he not prey to a profound ignorance that 
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even such all-knowingness is no defence against? For who, planting such trees ina 
Garden of sweet innocence, does not imagine that one day someone is going to 
take a bite of the Fruit hanging from the branches of these trees? We may not be 
able to accuse God directly of such a blind-spotted ignorance - he is surely not 
responsible for how people describe him as a character in a story - but he is 
exposed as an all-knowing yet thoroughly ignorant character, at least in this 
respect. What good, we may ask, is such all-knowingness if, even with this, we are 
going to plant trees in gardens that are so inevitably consequential for that which 
we create? Are there some things which even the omniscient can’t see? Or perhaps, 
in another possible interpretation, this is all deliberate. God could indeed see the 
consequences. In fact, they are deliberate and on purpose. Our sin is his Fault, his 
plan, his deliberation. His game. And we, the descendants of Adam and Eve, are 
still innocent even though we are cast wilfully by such a fiction into a Fallen and 
culpable state. Although innocent, we are now accounted guilty - the ultimate 


consequence. 


And then there is the fact that it is not God who tells the truth in this story. God 
tells Adam, upon placing him in the Garden “to till it and tend it” that he should not 
eat of the Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad “for as soon as you eat 
of it, you shall die.” But Adam, and his companion Eve, do not die, at least not 
unless one is going to argue that only at this point do they become mortal. But 
what, then, is the point of the Tree of Life? There is, of course, also a metaphorical 
possibility here in the use of the word “death” and we can certainly agree that, 
hereafter, both die to innocence for both are thereafter regarded, as with all their 


human progeny, as cursed with knowing which is what we call guilt. Guilt is literally 
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a knowingness which makes us responsible - a death to innocence. It is the ability 
to be accorded knowingness, to be called guilty, that is precisely the problem here. 
But what if we are not? What if this is merely rhetorical propaganda for one way of 
viewing the human condition, a way which has decided to form human beings as 
guilty and knowing, people who can be made and regarded as responsible for 
every thought and action? God lied when he said they would die and the serpent 
was correct to say they would not die but would, instead, be like “divine beings 
who know good and bad”. What Adam and Eve gained at the point of their eating 
was, according to the text, a “perception”, more specifically of their nakedness 
which caused them to fashion clothes to cover over a now unseeable shame. But 
the problem is, at least as far as | am concerned, that this shame is as easily 
dismissable, today as whenever this story was written, as simply refusing to 
acknowledge such a thing. The story doesn’t make any sense once you see it as 
imposing a view via rhetorical means rather than as describing the imagined 
“nature of things” or the divine reality. But this reality isn’t just there. It is 
rhetorically imposed. And so it can be countered, disbelieved or simply ignored. 
Innocence and guilt are imputed properties not natural states or physical qualities. 
Perception is the first interpretation, the beginning of interpretation. In the 


beginning was the interpretation. 


So, in Fact, if we submit ourselves to the logic of the text, it seems, in a vindication 
of that despised practice of Derrida’s, to “deconstruct” itself. “Who told you that 
you were naked?” asks God of the now ashamed human couple. God, it seems, 
knew very well that they were naked. Did he feel ashamed or embarrassed about 


this as Adam and Eve now clearly do? IF he did then why did he do nothing about it? 
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IF not, then what's the problem? The text sets nakedness up as something to be 
ashamed about but as Far as | can see God isn’t ashamed or morally impugned by it 
in the least. So much for being as “divine beings who know good and bad” for how 
can Adam and Eve be now held responsible for knowing this if God, who knew all 
along, gives no indication that he even cared? The rhetorical nature of this 
argument is even further exposed by such a deconstructive exposition. This is 
Further drawn out in God’s rhetorical questions to the now rhetorically guilty pair: 
“Who told you that you were naked? Did you eat of the tree from which | had 
Forbidden you to eat?” But who was there to tell them? Talking animals aside, 
these are the only two human beings alive and we must imagine all the created 
things were as Fictionally innocent in the story as they were. There was no one to 
tell them and so the imaginary knowledge that comes from such consequential 
Fruit is their only path to enlightening, enburdening perception, the need to 
interpret, in the logic of the story itself. God is revealed as asking rhetorical 
questions which service a rhetorical story about the imposition of knowingness 
and guilt upon human beings and so, necessarily consequentially, of a knowingness 
and guilt which is not actual. Instead, we are here reading about an interpretation 


of the world and an interpretation of our mythical parents within it. 


Yet in Fact, as | read this story, | fail to understand how Adam, Eve or the serpent 
can be held responsible for anything. They are literally and explicitly innocent 
(although the latter is described as “shrewd” where such shrewdness contrasts 
with the inability to either think ahead or of consequences), existing with a lack of 
knowledge, perception - and so guilt - which God alone possesses in the logic of 


the tale. So even once the human players are confronted in chapter three with 
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their actions how can they be blamed? That they are would seem to me to be 
hermeneutic violence of the text’s own coherence for how can you give commands 
to people who are innocent of that command’s own meaning and consequence 
which they absolutely must be to be innocent? Why, then, did they eat the Fruit? 
Because they literally and explicitly did not know any better because they were 
innocent! Innocence, if taken seriously, as the text does not when it Flip Flops to 
make them guilty, means they cannot be blamed when their eating activities are 
discovered. They “disobeyed” a command because in their innocence the command 
in the Fullness of its meaning and consequence was beyond their unknowing lack 
of perception - it was an interpretation not available to them. They did not know 
they were naked and accorded it no meaning even as God, who is not innocent, did 
the same. But God cannot then blame them for that which they did not know or For 
semantic content it was impossible For them to grasp. The story becomes now but 
a cartoon rhetoric for a cartoon view of people as become guilty and creation as a 
knowing place of “shrewdness” which can only lead to guilt and consequence. But 
it does so against the logic of its own tale, ironically trapped in its own innocence 
for which it, too, cannot be held guilty. | conclude from my reading of this tale, 
contrary to its own purpose, that innocence, a beyond innocence and guilt, is all 
that there is. This tale is there to tell us otherwise, to make us capable of guilt and 


innocence. 


My reading of Genesis accords very well with what | regard as my reading of 
Taoism’s view of the world as, indeed, you might expect it to. This is of the world, 
the universe, existence, the state of nature, as one beyond innocence and guilt and 


so with no possibility to be either, i.e. beyond such a duality and unable to think in 
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such categories. In making a mess of its intention to create such categories the 
creation story in Genesis, in my view, actually destroys them by rhetorical means. 
How, now, can anyone be judged either knowing or guilty on such a foundation? 
How, in the same way, can anyone be “innocent” in the sense that this binary 
requires? What is revealed most pertinently here is the rhetoricality of such 
categories and thus their lack of actuality or even existentiality. Instead, they are 
an interpretation imposed upon human beings via religious means, disseminated 
through varying Jewish and later Christian interpretive channels. These, to be sure, 
diversify as they proliferate. It will, For example, come as a great surprise to very 
many Christians that the mainstream Jewish view of sin is completely different to 
the many varying Christian ones. So what this story even means within the religious 
traditions that have nurtured and disseminated it is a matter of difference and this 
is before we come to the more secular and civil societies which were formed in the 
crucible of such religious views. It is not too much to say that the Western view of 
the human being can be traced in many respects right back to the idea Found here 
in Genesis that human beings can be knowing and, thus, guilty in the first place. 
The trouble is that following through on the rhetoric reveals it as a rhetoric and, 
thus, destroys its real world cash value. It, like all rhetoric - which, be in no doubt, is 
to impugn all human thought as interpretation - is revealed as a hollow imposition 
in the service of a view of the world. Its power is only rhetorical and its vision is 
only interpretive. But then so is any and all others. We must, as stated above, 
“realise that nothing is as it seems, that what we think is not the same as what is.” 
What you are convinced the situation is, is not what the situation is, is never what 
the situation is. What can be said is at least a fiction and can at least be 


contradicted by being retold in another way. 
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Gerard Hughes, in his Routledge Guidebook to Aristotle on Ethics, summarises the 


content of Aristotle’s own Nicomachean Ethics in the Following way: 


To live a Fulfilled life, we need to be guided by emotions which are balanced, and 
by habits of thought which enable us to see what is and is not relevant to our 
decisions, and why. In developing these balanced emotions and discerning choices, 
we are presumably acting responsibly; so we need to know what we can properly 
be said to be responsible for. (Digression here, to elaborate on the various 
examples of balanced and unbalanced responses which can be Fitted into the 
above scheme.) Now much of the foregoing depends on the notion of a discerning 
choice: so we need to discuss how such choices are made, and what kinds of 
knowledge they presuppose. Again, obviously enough, people are often held 
responsible for wrong choices. But how can someone knowingly do what they 
know they should not do? At this point, something of a leap: we have discussed the 
qualities of the good individual, but what of the individual’s relationships to 
others? Why bother with such relationships, and how do they contribute to a 
Fulfilled life For me? When we have answered those questions, we can try to sum 
up. Ethics has to say something about the fulfilled life, and about the kind of 
community in which persons leading such a life might hope to function best. Just a 


sketch of this last point here, since after the Ethics comes the Politics. 


Meanwhile, Aristotle himself begins said book in the following way: 


Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at 


some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be that at which 
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all things aim. But a certain difference is found among ends; some are activities, 
others are products apart from the activities that produce them. Where there are ends 
apart from the actions, it is the nature of the products to be better than the activities. 
Now, as there are many actions, arts, and sciences, their ends also are many; the end 
of the medical art is health, that of shipbuilding a vessel, that of strategy victory, that 
of economics wealth. But where such arts fall under a single capacity—as bridle- 
making and the other arts concerned with the equipment of horses fall under the art 
of riding, and this and every military action under strategy, in the same way other arts 
fall under yet others—in all of these the ends of the master arts are to be preferred to 
all the subordinate ends; for it is for the sake of the former that the latter are 
pursued. It makes no difference whether the activities themselves are the ends of the 
actions, or something else apart from the activities, as in the case of the sciences just 


mentioned. 


If, then, there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake 
(everything else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose everything 
for the sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go on to infinity, so 
that our desire would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief 
good. Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence on life? Shall we not, 
like archers who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon what is right? If so, 
we must try, in outline at least, to determine what it is, and of which of the sciences 
or capacities it is the object. lt would seem to belong to the most authoritative art and 
that which is most truly the master art. And politics appears to be of this nature; for it 
is this that ordains which of the sciences should be studied in a state, and which each 


class of citizens should learn and up to what point they should learn them; and we see 
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even the most highly esteemed of capacities to fall under this, e.g., strategy, 
economics, rhetoric; now, since politics uses the rest of the sciences, and since, again, 
it legislates as to what we are to do and what we are to abstain from, the end of this 
science must include those of the others, so that this end must be the good for man. 
For even if the end is the same for a single man and for a state, that of the state 
seems at all events something greater and more complete whether to attain or to 
preserve; though it is worth while to attain the end merely for one man, it is finer and 
more godlike to attain it for a nation or for city-states. These, then, are the ends at 


which our inquiry aims, since it is political science, in one sense of that term. 


A few things about what Aristotle says interest me here. Firstly, he links ethics with 
“the good”. Secondly, he sees ethics as a subset of politics which, in his terms, is 
the practical science of people and their interactions with each other. Thirdly, and 
possibly because he understood ethics under the heading of “political science”, 
Aristotle thought that moral education was not merely a matter of giving people 
knowledge - telling them what was good - but that it was also a matter of moral 


training. For example, consider this Further excerpt From the Nicomachean Ethics: 


It is well said, then, that it is by doing just acts that someone becomes just, and by 
doing temperate acts that they become temperate. Without doing these, no one 
would have any chance of becoming good. But most people do not perform these 
actions but take refuge in theory, thinking that they are being philosophers and will 
become good in this way. They behave a bit like patients who listen carefully to their 
doctors, but do none of the things they were told to do. As the latter will not be made 


well in body by such a method of treatment, the former will not be made well in soul 


594 


by such an approach to philosophy. 


Practice, it seems, is what makes moral (if not perfect) for Aristotle. What, 
however, Aristotle lacks in his book is any real analysis of power. Where, for 
example, does this “good” come from? Is it innate, inherent, essential, to certain 
actions, thoughts or things? Or is it, as | would maintain, a rhetorical denomination, 
description or imposition upon the natural Flow of the world, a thing made not 
Found? Aristotle talks a lot about “the good” or “virtue” or “happiness” as a goal 
and, in some respects, as a marker yet, it seems to me, he speaks of a world of 
found things he then rhetorically speaks to the defence of. But can we moderns 
now believe in Found things at all? Is not everything now rhetoric, a matter of 
discourses of power that create the things they claim to Find? Is not Foundness 


itself the marker of a new rhetoric? 


But let us investigate Aristotle’s rhetoric here just a little Further by concentrating 
on two key terms he uses, these being eudaimonia and arete. The first here is 
almost always translated as ‘happiness’ in English whilst the second is ‘virtue’. 
These, however, are troublesome translations, particularly in the first case, and 
they Function as an example of translatory shorthand which doesn’t necessarily 
help the understanding. ‘Happiness’, For example, is quite often regarded as a 
Feeling in English and, just as often, as little else but a Feeling. Yet Aristotle does 
not think eudaimonia is just a feeling for he speaks of it as an achievement of the 
individual’s true potential. This might promote a certain Feeling upon reflection 
but it is not itself a Feeling. Here one, yet again, espies that in Aristotle, the 


philosopher of practical science, eudaimonia is a more active, doing kind of a thing, 
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a matter of ‘doing well’ or ‘living well’, For instance. In this respect Gerard Hughes, 
in his Guide referred to previously, wants to regard the Aristotelian eudaimonia as 
“a fulfilled life’ or, more simply, “Fulfillment”. He concedes, however, that 
sometimes this might also shade in that thought towards “worthwhile” as opposed 


to” Fulfilled”. 


But what of arete? Here | can do no better than quote Hughes’ discussion directly: 


Areté was used to refer to many different qualities. The skill of a craftsman is his 
areté; being resonant and in tune is the areté of a lyre because it makes it a good 
example of its kind. So areté is sometimes translated rather vaguely as ‘excellence’. 
Again, for someone to possess an areté is for that person to be good at something, so 
that the word is often translated ‘virtue’, not always in a moral sense. We might say 
of a footballer that he has the virtue of being strong in the air, or of a car that it has 
the virtue of being cheap to run. To do something kat’ aretén (‘in accordance with 
areté’), then, is to do it in such a way that one’s skill, or virtue, is expressed in the way 
it is done. Often the phrase simply means to do something well. In the Ethics, Aristotle 
speaks in particular of two kinds of areté, distinguished by the fact that some belong 
to one’s moral character (for example, courage, or generosity), and others to one’s 
skill at thinking (such as being good at planning, or quick to grasp the point of 


something). 


What these two terms equate to when put together, | would argue, is a seeking 


for, or a goal of, the excellence (or skill) of living a worthwhile life. Thus, moral 


virtues are the display of qualities or characteristics thought components of sucha 
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life and, presumably, a life lived displaying such things amounts to the worthwhile, 
Fulfilled life one might describe as a matter of eudaimonia and, consequently, of 
moral character and of that which is finally adjudged “good”. So both also seem a 
matter of what might be described as a human being living at their best. But, of 
course, this can only ever be some best as some person or community have judged 
it and Aristotle naturally wasn’t alone in the Greece of his day with his opinions and 
their reasons concerning what he thought this was. At bottom, if we are still 
permitted to use such foundational metaphors, it becomes a matter of values and 
how these values relate to things such as what is thought of virtue or what is 
thought to promote eudaimonia. Not forgetting, of course, that it must also be 
decided what indeed is good which, thinking in such a way, then becomes a target 


to aim for, the thing to which we rhetorically argue towards. 


But it is with values that we hit a huge, mountain-sized boulder in the road For look 
around yourself and ask yourself what values those around you in your circle, your 
community, your country, the world, operate with, these people who are not world 
famous philosophers seeking to disseminate both moral theory and practical 
wisdom which makes moral. Does it not seem to you, as to me, that the world, at 
large and in general, is a dumpster fire of huge and unremitting proportions? It is 
not difficult For anyone even tangentially equated with the world to reel off 
scandal after scandal, outrage after outrage, horror after horror, in country after 
country. We see democracy subverted, plutocracy using its wealth to corrupt 
politics, ethics regarded as something to be sidestepped or otherwise avoided and, 
in my mind at least, a new will to self-interest (where this self might be based 


strongly in some imagined group identity such as nationality or in a brand name or 
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corporation) which poisons the well of cooperation across borders and cultures or 
co-opts it to some Faction’s benefit. Here we see the sense in Aristotle's linkage of 
ethics with politics in which the first is, perhaps, a more personal version of the 
second and both together equate to “the science of people”. This is a linkage that | 
now realise | have myself been emphasising in other places when | have argued 
along the lines of “there can be no good politics without good people”. This, in a 
sense, seems to be exactly what Aristotle is himself suggesting and, should he be, 
then | would completely agree with him. But, once more, it is a matter of values for 
such values as you have will define where you want to go and what you regard as 
available ways of getting there. Very often it seems to me that today, in our own 
world, the dominating value is quite simply power and, more specifically, the 


power to make the world how you, whoever ‘you’ happens to be, wants it to be. 


Yet this is very much a ‘macro’ picture in a world of politics and countries and ‘the 
world’ and ethics, morality, in the Aristotelian scheme, is more concerned with the 
action and thought of the individual in their personal behaviour. Taoism, too, 
dabbled in both areas, sometimes being intensely personal and concerned with the 
individual and their path to peace and sometimes, for example in the Tao Te Ching, 
talking about how to rule people wisely in a way more obviously political in its 
consequences. | must be honest and say that my Focus, unconscious until now, has 
been on the private arena, on the perfection or discipline or peace of the 
individual, albeit that | have often been thoroughly depressed by the political 
consequences that an obvious lack of attention to personal character seems to 
have brought. This, in my case, | think, was only natural for the one person each of 


us will always have to deal with every day of our lives is ourselves and | have 


598 


carried this realization with me For several years now. For me, it all begins and ends 
here. As the person(s), so the society. Indeed, might we not say that any society 
will only magnify the tendencies of, and opportunities For, the persons that make it 


up? 


But let us shuffle back to ‘values’ For a moment. At the very beginning of his book 
Utilitarianism John Stuart Mill talks about “the little progress which has been made 
in the decision of the controversy respecting the criterion of right and wrong” 
which, to my mind, harks back to what | referred to earlier as “people only seeming 


to care about power”. He then goes on to say that: 


From the dawn of philosophy, the question concerning the summum bonum, or, what 
is the same thing, concerning the foundation of morality, has been accounted the 
main problem in speculative thought, has occupied the most gifted intellects, and 
divided them into sects and schools, carrying on a vigorous warfare against one 
another. And after more than two thousand years the same discussions continue, 
philosophers are still ranged under the same contending banners, and neither thinkers 
nor mankind at large seem nearer to being unanimous on the subject, than when the 
youth Socrates listened to the old Protagoras, and asserted (if Plato's dialogue be 
grounded on a real conversation) the theory of utilitarianism against the popular 


morality of the so-called sophist. 


Mill gives the impression of lots of activity but little progress. This lack of progress, 


Further, seems to apply to values as much as the human environment or outcomes. 


Indeed, what are the pre-eminent human values? Do they change and, if so, on 
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what basis? And why are we concerned about a “foundation” or “progress” or 
“unanimity” or “agreement”? Are these themselves not values that we have Found, 
invented or assumed much as the “first principles” which Mill also talks about? 
Aristotle, as | already covered, was interested in “the good” and spoke a lot about 
“happiness” as the English translation - critiqued above - of eudaimonia. Mill, like 
Aristotle having an end in sight, is also much interested in such things as the 
proper goals of human beings. His subject, however, is so-called “Utilitarianism” 
which Focuses on “The Greatest Happiness Principle”. In Fact, it turns out that Mill’s 
moral theory is besotted with what promotes general, overall happiness and what 
reduces general, overall pain. In pursuing this he treats happiness and pain as 
things that can be measured or added and subtracted, divided and multiplied, as if 
they were numbers and morality was mathematics. But you would have to be blind 
as a bat, reading his treatise, Utilitarianism, not to see the unquestioned and 
unargued for values which pepper Mill’s argument for his moral beliefs. Let's look 


at this a little Further. 


In his opening chapter, which is a set of “general remarks” about human knowledge 
and the human situation in the world, Mill argues that “science” is a type of enquiry 
in which “the particular truths precede the general theory”. This he contrasts with 
“morals or legislation” which, instead, work on the basis that “All action is For the 
sake of some end, and rules of action, it seems natural to suppose, must take their 
whole character and colour from the end to which they are subservient.” This 
perhaps sounds initially plausible. But is it? Whilst action may be carried out with 
some end in sight such action is Far From a guarantee of such an end. Here, we may 


say, the advantage of science is that through centuries of thought our scientific 
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thinking has produced a body of knowledge that is in large measure predictive of 
what will happen if certain actions are carried out. But we cannot apply such 
thinking to moral thought which is far less predictive. Neither, as Mill is loathe to 
suggest, can we Say that actions are “subservient” to their imagined ends. And they 
are imagined ends. For who can determine the moral value of an action beyond 
rhetoric or the intersubjective agreement of a community of people? The question 


at issue here is immediately apparent and it is the value of our valuing. 


Mill is not blind to this, however. Further on he will admit “the non-existence of an 
acknowledged first principle” and suggest that this has meant, in practice, that 
morals and ethics have become “a consecration of men’s... sentiments.” He 
suggests, however, that these sentiments have been “greatly influenced by what 
they suppose to be the effects of things upon their happiness.” This Mill thinks 
true even of those who may “scornfully reject” the notion of a happiness or 
greatest happiness principle as a moral guide. The difference here is that while Mill 
argues for such a principle as “the fundamental principle of morality” or “the 
source of moral obligation”, the others, who he argues esteem the effects of our 
actions upon our happiness nevertheless, do not. The problem here, though, is that 
it is quite difficult (opponents would say Functionally impossible) to prove that the 
“ultimate ends” (which would seem to me to be an arbitrary end in any case) of an 
action are “good” and so promote happiness. Mill suggests that things need to be 
“proved” to be good, a suggestion which rouses once more the prospects of 
pragmatism and rhetoric, but this turns out, for him, to mean rationality for he 
straightforwardly asserts that human rationalizing “is equivalent to proof”. Thus, 


“the good” and “happiness” and “the end of an action” are nothing more or less 
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than what our reason says they are. 


Mill now comes to what Utilitarianism is and he does this because he thinks its 
rejection as the guiding moral approach is because people have previously, and 
willingly or not, misunderstood it. He believes that if reasonable people once grasp 
it correctly they will quite naturally be convinced of its truth. He gives a quite 


simple definition of what Utilitarianism is actually about: 


The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 
happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is 
intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of 
pleasure...[this is] the theory of life on which this theory of morality is grounded— 
namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; 
and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other 
scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to 


the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain. 


Here the valuation inherent in the use of the words pleasure and pain should be 
manifest. One has been equated with good and the other with bad in an arbitrary 
(although it might be argued a pragmatic or experiential) way which seemingly 
does not allow for such notions as pain being beneficial to the organism (in a way 
that Nietzsche might talk of) or of pleasure being detrimental. Instead, happiness 
seems always to be valued as good and pain as bad as if the one were always to be 


sought and the other avoided as our actions follow our values. But, of course, 
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there are more problems here than this in this seemingly mathematical 
computation of pleasure and pain. How, for example, might we rationalise 
between two “pleasures” to find “the greater pleasure”? Mill’s response seems to 
be that that one which a majority give a preference for is to be preferred. This then 
means that our reason can ascribe a “superiority in quality” to it. Simple rational 


democracy, it seems, is now the arbiter of pleasure and what is good. 


From here Mill goes on to give an argument in which he wishes to separate human 
beings From the rest of the animal kingdom. He argues that “Few human creatures 
would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals” and, in a way quite 
typical of that human being who is egotistical and exceptionalist about his own 
species, refers to animals as having “a lower grade of existence.” Mill’s name for 
this attitude, however, is “a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one 
form or other, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their 
higher Faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom 
it is strong, that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than 
momentarily, an object of desire to them” - which seems a roundabout way of 
saying that each human being is tied, by reason of its habitual form of existence, to 
what it is by strong bonds of Familiarity. What it is not, however, is an argument for 
why one form of life is qualitatively better than another, an equation that could 
not sensibly or fairly be completed without the inner experiential knowledge of 
those other forms of life. Here Mill simply values human life as higher than all 
other forms in a quite arbitrary way. And so when he says, famously, that “It is 
better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied” we may rightly laugh 


with scorn at his suggestion, one which, contrary to his own claim, manifestly does 
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not know “both sides” of the equation in order to judge. At this point, Mill’s 
argument is arrogant and self-serving. And wrong. One here gets the impression 
that measuring happiness is not an exact science and may even be prey to 


rhetorical Flourish. 


Thus, Mill can speak of “the intrinsic superiority of the higher” but this means he 
has to explain why human beings quite often don’t seem to live up to such 
“superiority”. It may, of course, be observed that human beings do any number of 
bad or evil things which it would seem from observation the imagined “lower” 
animals do not. “Lower” animals, for example, do not extort each other, subject 
them to debt slavery or purposefully pollute the general environment to the 
disbenefit of both themselves and life in general. Such things Mill tries to explain 


away by saying: 


Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, 
not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance; and in the majority of 
young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to which their position in life 
has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are not favourable 
to keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their high aspirations as they 
lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportunity for indulging 
them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they deliberately 
prefer them, but because they are either the only ones to which they have access, or 
the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned 
whether any one who has remained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, 


ever knowingly and calmly preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken 
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down in an ineffectual attempt to combine both. 


Here Mill continues in his obstinate and unjustified view that if we know of two 
pleasures, be they higher and lower or two of similar kind, then we may rationally 
judge between them and the majority view “must be admitted as Final”. This seems 
not far away from the tyranny of the majority to me and is more based in the 
power such a majority may wield than any reason or natural persuasiveness 
inherent in the argument. Such arguments, indeed, are no more convincing in this 
parish than other ones Mill makes such as that “pain is always heterogenous with 
pleasure” or that what counts in his “greatest happiness” scheme is not “the 
agent’s own greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness 
altogether.” Individual happiness, which, some might argue, is the only actual 
empirical happiness in any case, is now subsumed under some general principle 
which, as any good pragmatist after William James knows, is always a bad sign. But 
so caught up in his thesis is Mill that he brushes off such complaints For “According 
to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, with 
reference to and For the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we 
are considering our own good or that of other people), is an existence exempt as 
far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments.” Furthermore, 
“according to the utilitarian opinion the end of human action is necessarily also the 
standard of morality.” MIll is willing to extend what he regards as such a bounteous 
vision of life to “the whole sentient creation” but only “so far as the nature of 


things admits.” 
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To this end we can see that in what has been said so Far Mill has a very high opinion 
of human beings, at least, human beings as he would conceive of them at their 
best. Mill is a human exceptionalist and, furthermore, an exceptionalist regarding 
humans in their exceptionalism. Whilst not all may be as noble as one another, he 
imagines that they could be and that there is some standard of nobility to which all 
may alike attain. He hints at his own “myth of human progress”, for example, when 
he writes “Yet no one whose opinion deserves a moment's consideration can doubt 
that most of the great positive evils of the world are in themselves removable, and 
will, if human affairs continue to improve, be in the end reduced within narrow 
limits. Poverty, in any sense implying suffering, may be completely extinguished by 
the wisdom of society, combined with the good sense and providence of 
individuals.” OF course, the necessary rhetorical riders are placed there in this 
comment but the idea is also firmly implanted in such talk that, at their best, 
human beings can reduce pain and misery to a bare minimum, a thought based 
Firmly in the evaluation of pain as bad and to be eradicated. It is not for a moment 
even considered that pain might be a part of the human experience or a human 
Form of being, something From which it may even benefit or profit. Instead, Mill 
says “all the grand sources... of human suffering are in great degree, many of them 
almost entirely, conquerable by human care and effort”! The thought begins to 
dawn that Mill’s conception of the human being is of a “higher animal” trapped in 
pain but capable of great pleasure if only it can put its superiority to work and 


eradicate that pain. 


Such a view is Further supported as one reads on through Utilitarianism to where 


Mill has to deal with those who give up pleasure for the sake of pain and call it 
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virtuous. One, for example, can think of many who suffer quietly For some greater 
good or who sacrifice or martyr themselves in other, often anonymous, ways. Mill 
argues that people wouldn’t do such things if they didn’t have some good or noble 
end in sight in a way which is, much like many of his other arguments, “one size Fits 
all.” At the very least, he thinks, such actions are, in the minds of their doers, 
aiming at the avoidance of pain for someone else and so Fit within the utilitarian 
mentality. What he cannot accept, however, is that people may “renounce 
happiness” with no thought for the happiness, or pain avoidance, of others. He 
writes: “All honour to those who can abnegate for themselves the personal 
enjoyment of life, when by such renunciation they contribute worthily to increase 
the amount of happiness in the world; but he who does it, or professes to do it, for 
any other purpose, is no more deserving of admiration than the ascetic mounted 
on his pillar. He may be an inspiring proof of what men can do, but assuredly not an 
example of what they should.” Mill, it seems, sees no virtue in self-denial or in 
personal discipline where that cannot be factored into his “mathematics of 
democratic society” - to which he would seem to want to force people to submit - 
and where it does not, in a revealing comment he makes, “raise a person above the 
chances of life”. One gets the impression that, for Mill, chance is a burden, 
something to be escaped, rather than, as in other creeds, simply the human 
environment, that in which we live and move and have our being. The Buddhist 
proverb “Right now, its like this” would, one imagines, appear as gibberish in Mill's 


eafs. 


Yet, of course, the major problem for Mill in the operation of his attempted 


scheme of ethical mathematics is that it just doesn’t work. Constant exceptions are 


607 


in constant need of being made. Pain and pleasure don’t add, subtract, multiply 
and divide along fixed, rational planes. Mill confronts this Fact by impugning all 


creeds: 


It is not the fault of any creed, but of the complicated nature of human affairs, that 
rules of conduct cannot be so framed as to require no exceptions, and that hardly any 
kind of action can safely be laid down as either always obligatory or always 
condemnable. There is no ethical creed which does not temper the rigidity of its laws, 
by giving a certain latitude, under the moral responsibility of the agent, for 
accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances; and under every creed, at the 


opening thus made, self-deception and dishonest casuistry get in. 


This is problematical For a system in which “The multiplication of happiness is... the 
object of virtue” and that not merely on the individual level but on the communal 
level instead. But Mill, as many before and since, thinks he spies a religious 
forebear and example of “the complete spirit of the ethics of utility” in none other 
than Jesus of Nazareth, a person to whom many an inappropriate ethic has been 


attached for means of its better rhetorical appearance. Mill argues: 


In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of 
utility. To do as you would be done by, and to love your neighbour as yourself, 
constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. As the means of making the 
nearest approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, that laws and social 
arrangements should place the happiness, or (as speaking practically it may be called) 


the interest, of every individual, as nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of 
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the whole; and secondly, that education and opinion, which have so vast a power over 
human character, should so use that power as to establish in the mind of every 
individual an indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the 
whole; especially between his own happiness and the practice of such modes of 
conduct, negative and positive, as regard for the universal happiness prescribes; so 
that not only he may be unable to conceive the possibility of happiness to himself, 
consistently with conduct opposed to the general good, but also that a direct impulse 
to promote the general good may be in every individual one of the habitual motives of 
action, and the sentiments connected therewith may fill a large and prominent place 


in every human being’s sentient existence. 


Now here, first of all, there is the historical question of if Mill has correctly 
understood and exegeted the intentions and interests of Jesus. There is, Further, 
the thorny question of if a man who, in tradition at least, gives himself up to 
punishment and crucifixion in, some if not many would argue, a deluded belief that 
he was, thereby, saving the world, is a perfect example of the promotion of 
pleasure and the avoidance of pain, the promotion of good and the avoidance of 
evil. OF course, said “golden rule” is not actually “the golden rule of Jesus” in any 
case as it was historically a piece of general wisdom and piety from the Ancient 
Near East of that general time and is repeated in several other sources. But how, 
exactly, is it meant to be the summation of what Mill thinks he has been saying? 
How does such a rule equate to the complicated mathematics of pain and pleasure 
that Mill has in several pages been trying to substantiate and justify? (IF one skips 
to the end of the Christian Bible one will find another, wholly more unnerving 


mathematics in the book of Revelation!) It seems to me that he basically ditches all 


609 


that when he says this as if the rest were so much superfluous argument For in the 
simple command to treat others as yourself no mathematics are involved and 
neither are any communal consequences - at least not in the doing of individual 
acts. Is adding a saying of Jesus to the pot just one more rhetorical spice to add 
Flavour to the dish? It would seem likely for Jesus, if those who have archived him 
for our future consideration be believed, was no democrat concerned with any 
“greatest happiness principle”. He talks about “taking up your cross” to Follow him 
in a way of suffering and, some scholars would argue, asceticism, in a way that 
drifts perilously close to that way which Mill recommends deserves no plaudits or 
attention at all. Yet whilst Mill, and others, can imagine that he had the sweet 
virtue and pleasurable Future existence of all in mind he, and they, can Fit it into 


their various (and often dubious) morally virtuous schemes. 


But | spy something much more sinister than dodgy interpretation of the literary 
traces of Jesus of Nazareth in what Mill says in this section of his book. For he talks 
of laws and social arrangements placing “the happiness, or (as speaking practically 
it may be called) the interest, of every individual, as nearly as possible in harmony 
with the interest of the whole”. This comes to sound coercive when Mill comes to 
add “that education and opinion, which have so vast a power over human 
character, should so use that power as to establish in the mind of every individual 
an indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the 
whole”. Here, make no mistake, people are to be deliberately taught that their 
interests are what society finds to be its interest. This is to be an “indissoluble 
association.” Is that not coercion? Is coercion moral? We come to ask if human 


society has a right to so educate those who, through no determination of their 
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own, find themselves a part of it with the aim, so it seems, that they may find 
themselves unable to think a contrary thought or a thought which might injure it. 
This is, in fact, a world away from doing unto others as you would be done by. It is 
rushing headlong into you must do unto others as you would be done by at the 
very least. When societal imperative is imported into the situation it is, we may 


observe, not the same situation anymore. 


Here we come upon a mightily powerful question. The Zen Buddhist Dzogchen 
Ponlop Rinpoche is quoted as saying, “The supreme form of wealth is 
contentment.” We may, for the moment, imagine this contentment to be personal, 
a matter of inner peace. But then, in conjunction with the thought of J.S. Mill 
interacted with above, we may ask, “How can one be content while others in the 
world are not?” Put in Mill's terms we may further phrase this as, “How can we 
enjoy our happiness when others, and perhaps even the whole, is in pain?”. Yet this, 
in turn, then seems to lead, in an anxious logic, to the thought that all the 
problems of the world are actually my problems, a burden from under which no 
human being would or could ever emerge. IF every wrong, every evil and every 
infraction is something with which | am confronted, and to which | must personally 
respond in order to correct it, then is that not the dissipation not just of individual 


life but life itself under a mountain of imagined injustice, pain and unhappiness? 


Whether or not you or | have an answer to this conundrum it is one, | think, that 
must be faced. IF one wants to get mathematical about it, as Mill does, then one 
will end up with unfathomable amounts of pain and pleasure which, it seems to 


me, do not correlate sensibly in many ways or add up to a very useful final 
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equation. Such a conception is, Frankly, unwieldy at best and that “at best” is being 
exceedingly generous about it. Whilst Mill gives us a scheme to work with it does 
not seem to me it has many useful rules of operation and, in any case, Mill then 
starts talking about exceptions to any schemes that have rules anyway. “The 
Greatest Happiness Principle” is an idea and it is one Mill tries to Force both human 
lives and the world as it will be into - and the one does not fit at all neatly into the 
other, albeit that Mill may think he finds natural support in people’s observed 
tendency to seek pleasure and avoid pain. This latter observation, however, says 
nothing about the relative merits or demerits of such phenomena either in general 
or contextually in the real lives of real people. Mill, in short, imposes an inoperable 
generality upon lives of specificity and contextuality. What matters is the fruits of 
real actions in real lives not the applications of generalised theory or ideas to the 


whole. 


As | was writing the previous paragraph the following saying, accredited to the 
17th Karmapa Lama of Tibetan Buddhism, came up on one of the Twitter feeds | 


Follow: 


Be ready to do anything you can to further the happiness of any given sentient being 


that you meet and to engage in this kind of conduct with a heart of joyfulness, 


cheerfulness and delight. 


Meanwhile, in a Further Twitter Feed, the Following saying pops up accredited to 


the 14th Dalai Lama: 


612 


The ultimate source of happiness is our mental attitude. 


It seems rather fortuitous, if not serendipitous, that’s sayings such as these should 
crop up as | am discussing the moral views of John Stuart Mill, a man who argued 
for a morality based in what was thought good for people in general and provided 
the greatest happiness for the same. Yet, it seems to me that the thoughts of 
these two Buddhists, when added together, advance more attractive claims, at 
least in the context of the discussion | have been having here throughout my 
previous chapters. For | must admit that | am not convinced by claims which consist 
of general ethical theories or in rules which are meant to apply to multitudinous 
and necessarily contextual circumstances. No rule, as Mill himself rightly criticised, 
can apply in all cases and so it becomes necessarily relative in its application From 
its very Formulation. There is, additionally, always going to be the case of the 
justification of such rules and questions about the source of their authority. It 
seems to me, on the other hand, far more authentic and genuine to begin with 
people in themselves and with their own lives and own selves if we want to 
address morality rather than taking the whole - whatever it consists of - and 
imagining that we can just impose values, standards or rules upon it. It seems to 


me that that is both perverse and a recipe For abject Failure. 


Therefore, | reiterate once more that in my approach | seek to address the human 
being as an existing individual and to think about the self-discipline, self-creation 
and pragmatic outlook of such people. This | see as a practical approach which is a 
matter of personal responsibility and personal outlook bearing in mind both that 


each person is part of a greater whole they do not control and that each person 
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will, in the natural course of life, have to do not only with other human beings but 
with other sentient life as well. Here | would specifically note the relevance of the 
17th Karmapa Lama’s saying, not least in its contextuality, that our responsibility is 
towards those whose path we might cross rather than simply every issue actual or 
imaginable in the world. This, it seems to me, is a more practicable and pragmatic 
solution to the problem | raised a moment ago whilst also noting that the Dalai 
Lama’s quote addresses both Mill’s happiness fetish and the outlook just 
recommended if we are going to be the self-creative beings that Nietzsche 
preaches in favour of. The world, in other words, is what the world will be. But 


what our attitude towards it is to be is up to us and not it. 


Here | depart From the thought of respectable social democrats like, for example, 
Richard Rorty who see the glorious human Future in ever more tolerant, liberal and 
democratic human societies, ones which display more of what they think of as our 
highest values and less of those they think our lowest. Strictly speaking, | am not 
here concerned with society at all nor with any duty to form or maintain one. This 
you may put down to the Cynic and Nietzschean roots in which my thoughts on 
these matters have grown as nurtured by the anarchistic streak evidenced in the 
Forerunner essay of this book - “There is nothing to stick to.” Instead, it is with a 
Free, artistic, individualist, and perhaps even spiritual, human Formation that | am 
concerned, one that confronts each human being personally and existentially in 
the question “Who am | going to be?” It is, in the end, this question, whether 
addressed openly and honestly or ignored and left unanswered in an explicit way, 
that decides what any society, a conglomeration of human individuals, is going to 


be. It is this equation, if equation there must be, that | would seek to highlight. This 
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is why, from religions to legal systems, those codes which seek to shape society 
apply themselves directly to individuals in many facets of their lives - because 
those who devise them know that you get out what you put in. A society made up 
of “bad” people will not, cannot, be a good society. That, in the end, is why it seems 
to me both natural and most productive to Focus on each person in their individual 
responsibility and response to their existence in a greater whole than to simply go 


straight to the macro level. 


But what does this “responsibility and response” consist in? And what is its 
context? One thing | can say here is that it is not some version of that world, rightly 
criticised by Nietzsche, that is the “world made bad” by Christianity. In this world, 
on the contrary, there is no sin even if we may argue that there are, pragmatically 
speaking, good and bad actions and right and wrong paths to take - as well as 
systems of law and punishment which aim to actively police human activities. Yet | 
would also not have it thought that such a conception as | have is solipsistic, either 
in intent or in its operation, for it is an express observation of this conception that 
life is a matter of interaction with, rather than avoidance of, other life. The issue of 
morality, we might here argue, only arises if and when what we do or think affects 
something or someone else. Yet it is, at least in my conception, a moot point 
whether this is a matter for an entity such as the state or society and whether such 
activity should go on at a level far beyond the power of any human individual to 
counteract or avoid it. Here my anarchistic cards were laid on the table in the 
discussion of Emma Goldman's thought in “There is nothing to stick to” and | 
consequently stand opposed in general to coercions from above be they either 


political or rhetorical. 
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Yet, of course, | would not want to see the world burn in a fire of a billion agonies 
anymore than would the next person who accounted themselves “moral” where | 
did not. Thinking of morality as essentially human interpretation and, in many 
respects, domestication, as | do, does not entail becoming the worst kind of 
destructive, selfish, beastly nihilist in a world where anything goes as a result. It 
just means that such people wish to interpret the world in ways different to 
others, using different values and constructing different meanings. It is also true, 
however, that | tend to think in images or metaphors rather than rules or systems 
and so if what follows in the rest of this section seems more like a personal 
aesthetic indulgence rather than an intelligent discussion of morality you will have 
to forgive yourself For what you expected to Find here and, instead, reorientate 
yourself to the thoughts of an aesthetic indulger of her own life experience - such 


as myself! 


In the Matrix trilogy of Films we meet a character called Cypher played by Joe 
Pantoliano. Cypher is depicted in the first Film as the collaborator of the group who 
have been freed from the slavery of the matrix. Yet instead of being happy to be 
“Free”, a relative concept in reality even as it is in the Film, he wants to be willingly 
put back into the matrix where he can be fed stable, comforting, peaceful, lies and 
live out his existence as a part of the machine world’s power source. Of course, 


those watching the film are meant to perceive Cypher as a bad guy who sacrifices 
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and betrays his colleagues for his own personal desires. This, we are meant to 
imagine, is bad and wrong because the group is always of more value than the 
individual. But it does rather depend whose point of view you take. Can we imagine 
that Cypher Feels held hostage in “the real world” when the world of the matrix is 
equally a possibility For him and even expressly a choice? On what basis do 
Morpheus and the others have the right to keep him in the real world against what 
seems to be his considered determination to be reinserted into the matrix? OF 
course, he can only be reinserted into the matrix at the price of betraying his 
Friends but then Cypher, we must presume, never asked to be taken out of the 
matrix in the first place. Even if he did, he says specifically in the Film that, being 
released from it, he now has come to realise that “ignorance is bliss”. Are people 
allowed to change their minds? (The answer, of course, is never given in isolation 


but only in relation to other matters Felt relevant and important.) 


Perhaps the opposite of Cypher in The Matrix is Neo, The One, played by Keanu 
Reeves. In the First Film Neo, just like Cypher, has been released From the clutches 
of the matrix and is introduced to “the real world” in which the machines are intent 
on destroying the last humans whom they have not been able to enslave within 
their power source. Neo is told by Morpheus that he is The One, a saviour figure 
who, it is believed by some, will have the ability to overthrow the machines and 
end the persecution of humanity by them. The only glitch here in this idea is when 
it is revealed, in the second Film, The Matrix Reloaded, that The One is actually a 
Function of the matrix itself, something which makes it more amenable to the 
humans it helps enslave. These humans are beings who put great value in choices 


and choosing and such choices have consequential meanings For those who engage 
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in such choosing. In building the matrix the machines found it more suitable to 
their purposes to thus include a saviour Figure as a choice for the human beings 
imprisoned in the system to make as this Fitted their form and function in a better 
way and made their coercion by the machines more beneficial to them in that it 
provided greater stability and reliability in these human batteries. But, if we put 
that in other words, it seems to be saying that it doesn’t matter if you are really 
making a choice but it does matter if you think you are. What appeared to the 
humans to be a choice was merely the fiction of one. As we have seen above, 
Nietzsche also conceived that we humans are in a similar situation if we imagine 
such a thing as “free choice” or “Free will” - For are they really “Free” at all and does 


“choice” and “will” actually exist as we imagine them to be? 


So it turns out that both Cypher and Neo are wanted as functions of the matrix 
and, indeed, Neo functions as one without being wise to the fact that he is, 
thinking himself, instead, a Function of human emancipation From it. We are here 
reminded of that Nietzschean wisdom which says, “A belief can be a condition of 
life and nonetheless be false.” Indeed, the matrix itself is based entirely on this 
notion of Feeding False beliefs into human hosts in order to extract energy from 
them as they passively imagine those things which make them more efficient 
slaves. But when looked at like this it starts to take on a contemporary, more “real 
world” Feel as one compares this to political campaigning and social discourse. It 
can easily be observed that numerous political discourses, for example, are based 
on feeding people certain information, to the exclusion of other, contrary 
information, in the hope of leading people down a path thought beneficial to 


those doing the Feeding. 
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This, in a way very similar to the logic of the matrix, is about giving people what 
they need - or what they think they need - under the illusion of choice so that, in 
the end, those having been Fed in this way are better tools of those who began and 
maintain such discourse. Obvious examples in modern politics, from both sides of 
the Atlantic, would be the election of Donald Trump and the result of the British 
Brexit referendum. In both cases these were aided by political campaigning and 
allies in news and media who fed narratives and discourses to their intended 
recipients - in some cases employing the criminal use of technological analytics - in 
the hope of radicalising them to a cause and encouraging them to place the entire 
meaning and evaluating systems of their existence effectively in their hands using 
Fictions of their own creation. In essence, such campaigns created and maintained 
their own “matrix”. For a matrix, regardless of its purpose, is in the end nothing 
other than a network of beliefs into which one is inserted which forces upon those 
in it a certain way of seeing the world with all the values, meanings and beliefs that 
requires. This is not, then, only about attitudes towards, or beliefs about, things 
but a means of meaning making and evaluating itself. It is to give people an 


existential context in which the whole of their life is sustained. 


Here it is expressly relevant that the Wachowskis, the directors of the trilogy, 
made explicit reference to the work of French structuralist thinker, Jean 
Baudrillard, in their Films. This was especially the case with Baudrillard’s notions of 
simulacra and simulation, especially in the first Film. Here it is very much focused 
on the notions of what is real and what is consequential and even what it means to 
use these terms. This is, as it must be plain to see, of obvious consequence if one 


wishes to impose a moral universe upon people because in order to be moral one 
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must imagine that moral consequences exist and that actions can be imbued with 
moral worth. This is not something one can do for or by oneself. It needs to be 
socially enforced and be regarded as a condition of life itself. Much of Baudrillard’s 
work was involved with how structures of thought are imposed upon human 
beings and how they come to take various Fictions for reality. It is in this sense that 
the French thinker argued that public events such as the first Gulf War or the 


destruction of the World Trade Center in 2001 “did not take place”. 


Particularly relevant there, of course, was that Baudrillard was highlighting that, 
whatever narrative you received about these events on news channels or in 
printed media, it wasn’t the “actuality” or “reality” of the events that you received 
and apprehended - much less comprehended. Instead, it was narrative and 
discourse about them, rationalizations which linked events together in certain, 
non-arbitrary ways based in value systems and meaning making schemes which 
were equally as non-arbitrary. The map of their description, to use a metaphor 
from Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation itself, is not the same as the territory 
of events - even if the one is now taken for the other. In terms of the matrix, what 
Cypher and the rest of the human batteries would be fed in the matrix is not the 
same as the actuality or reality of their existence either even as it is the sole means 
by which they can now adjudicate it. It must, then, surely be in this sense that we 
acknowledge Nietzsche’s wisdom when he states that before thinking and 
rationalization can take place some invention, some fictionalisation, must already 


have happened. 
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Thus, morality-in-the-midst is all about an invention and a creation, the Fiction 
which precedes rational thought and upon which rational thought builds. To argue 
otherwise is merely to argue that your story is reality’s story, to argue that rhetoric 
has more than rhetorical force or that what would be true for you and those like 
you would be true, at least potentially, For all possible others and to the exclusion 
of all other possible contenders for truth. But is this how we experience truth? Is 
this what a story is? Is this the Force of rhetoric? This, in its turn as I roll it around 
my brain, leads me to consider the many movements for social justice which are 
especially prevalent on social media in our day. In many respects, a lot of these 
movements have ridden the coattails of thinkers like Baudrillard or his Fellow 
French academics, Derrida and Foucault, whose philosophical deliberations have 
dessicated former notions of truth as foundational, essential and stable and 
promoted the idea of discourses which create that which they claim to find. After 
such thinkers, and others such as Thomas Kuhn, Richard Rorty and Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, one has to be much more closed off and stubborn to imagine that your 
truth is of a type that was Formerly not doubted as such - and this applies to moral 


truth as much as to any other. 


However, in working through this book - at many points in interaction with 
Nietzsche - we have had cause to question and even set aside formerly respected 
and unquestionable verities as they became exposed by the force of Nietzschean 
rhetoric and its consequences. This itself is exposed as a valid interpretation of our 
current reality when we survey the media landscape which now, no longer a naive 
news-gathering and dissemination service, is riven and characterised by its 


partisanship in which opinion, fact, interpretation, discourse, narrative, 
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disinformation and belief all jostle For their viewers’ assent and acknowledgement. 
Here who is designated good or bad is always in question and it even becomes 
difficult to Formally differentiate or distinguish such things as “truth” becomes a 
value rather than an independent arbiter. And when truth becomes a value then it 
becomes a function of valuing that truth is nothing but an evaluation anymore. We 
have entered that hell which George Orwell imagined in 1984, a world in which 


truth is voluntary. 


This, in its own way, plays as badly For feminists who preach equality as it does for 
billionaires who deny climate science. The former preach a value but are often 
sketchy about its content or justification whilst the latter preach “freedom of 
speech” and their freedom to disseminate their own truth as a function of their 
wealth. Yet both equality and Freedom of speech are invented values. Neither exist 
in and of themselves. Both are equally artificial. They are human impositions, 
where they exist at all, upon the unordered and non-evaluating state of nature. 
For nature itself does not value and neither does it Find meaning. Instead, it is 
various creatures within it that do these things and yet without any unconditioned 
or non-rhetorical basis For doing so. Every value can be countered with a value that 
trumps the Former value and every meaning can be diverted or transmogrified into 
another meaning. In no case is the narrative given ever to be equated with reality 
or with reality’s own story for reality doesn’t have a story. In the beginning, lest we 
Forget, was interpretation. Telling stories, giving meanings and evaluating are our 
problems and any who suffer their consequences. But they are not a matter of 
assigning the significance of such things to anyone but ourselves. We have been 


given a responsibility as the beings we are and we cannot pass it off to anyone, or 
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anything, else. 


So it is in this sense that | would address those people, manifestly evident in 
Western societies, who hanker after various forms of Future social utopia. These, 
depending on the Flavour, may be radically egalitarian along various feminist lines, 
non-racist or exhibiting various other forms of broadly and self-avowed “non- 
discriminatory” values, but it is not immediately clear how the activation and 
practice of such attitudes and value systems would come to pass since in all 
currents of the modern social justice movements, from various sections of society, 
it is apparent that there are many kinds of agreement and disagreement that are 
continually operable. As one delves deeper and deeper into them all sorts of 
ethical beliefs and dispositions become apparent which lead to all sorts of ethical 
and moral questions and situations. So it is also immediately apparent that there is 
no one vision and even that different visions are formally opposed. This is to be 
expected. To some black male from the Black Lives Matter movement it may partly 
be the middle class, educated white Feminist who is part of the problem even as to 
that same middle class, educated white Feminist it may be the black, male Black 
Lives Matter supporter who is part of the problem. Each of these visions, of course, 
contains its own rhizome of moral beliefs and ethical practices, including ones of 
adjudication of these things. So, as an example of this, and for the purposes of 
viewing it critically, | want to briefly discuss the matter of sexual ethics in the 


context of feminist morality. 


Sexual ethics has been at the Forefront of much feminist activity, especially in the 


USA, and so everywhere else as a reflection of the activity in the currently 
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dominant social, cultural and political power, for many years now. We see traces of 
it in arguments about college campus behaviour, in controversies such as 
Gamergate and in cultural narratives which critique the portrayal of women as 
sexually available or exploitable. It is also necessary to point out at this juncture 
that, ironically, the emancipation of women in recent years, post Internet, that has 
allowed many who freely choose of their own will to advertise and provide sexual 
services, overwhelmingly to men, is also deeply involved in this as a whole and as a 
cultural phenomenon. All these things, as one consequence, demonstrate that 
there are multiple brands of Feminism, something which is only one part of the 
problem in a consumerist world where people can, to some extent, buy and sell 
their values, things which, like all good consumerists, they are encouraged to 
acquire and consume. So some, for example, call themselves “sex positive” - 
meaning that they support a woman's right to sell her sexuality as one 
consequence of this - whilst others are wholly opposed to the sale of sexuality at 
all, even by a woman on the basis of her own agency. This latter stance, to others, 
would seem a form of censorship and moral prudery but it doesn’t stop it being a 


widely held belief in some Forms of Feminism. 


But it is when we come to sex itself, and we are talking exclusively about 
heterosexual sex here because the male/female power dynamic is inherent to such 
Feminist evaluating, that Further values are revealed. Primarily here we are talking 
about the etiquette around even having sex where this involves two partners who 
may or may not know each other that well. There have been many types of this 
example exposed to public view in various media debates about sex on college 


campuses in the USA. In such cases it is usually the case that a male and female 
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may have sex and then the Female asserts that she was raped. As a result of such 
cases many of overtly Feminist stripe and with jobs in the media recourse to 
newspaper columns where they tell us that if a woman tells us she was raped she 
should be immediately and simply believed, the male concerned hauled over hot 
coals, etc. Others, also regarding themselves as feminists, then write think pieces 
which agree with the immediate journalistic responses and they go on to point out 
that, according to them, virtually no one is ever convicted of rape, that “women are 
not believed” when they make rape accusations, that often men accused are 
protected by a “patriarchal” system which favours their reputation over the 
accusations made against them, etc. But in much of this that | have read it is barely 
ever acknowledged that sex will most often be an act done in private in which only 
two people ever really know what happened (and even then their interpretation of 
what happened may be different) and that consent is not something one can 
describe in a formula or a practice to which all must conform so that some 
interested others outside it may feel endorsed in their prejudices about how it 
should take place. Neither is it often mentioned that nearly every country has 
established legal practices and conventions which are mostly ill-suited to the 
prosecution of rape or sexual assault cases simply because it is often next to 
impossible to establish consent to sexual activity to the level of a public 
demonstration. In short, when people have sex they negotiate it personally, they 
don’t Follow a public code of conduct. What's more, whether something was done 
with sexual intent may sometimes be almost impossible to say if much more often 


very easy to infer. In this latter inequality there is the seeds of a problem. 
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So, for example, if, in the course of kissing in a passionate and willing embrace, a 
male puts his hand up a woman’s skirt, is this a sexual assault? Does it depend upon 
the woman’s reaction to Feeling the hand up her skirt if the action was a sexual 
assault or not? (IF so, doesn’t a man risk a criminal record merely by engaging, 
unannounced, in such behaviour and what other behaviour might then involve 
similar risk?) In other words, can the woman, after the fact of the action, decide if 
something criminal is taking place or not? And how long after? Can said woman say 
nothing at the time but, on reflection, decide she was sexually assaulted and 
report the action as a criminal offence? Is it the case that putting hands up skirts is 
either a matter of a welcome development or criminal action with nothing in 
between? In response to such situations some, thinking themselves morally 
concerned and morally responsible, have taken to producing rules for action in 
such circumstances. For instance, you may have heard of both “No means no” and 
“Yes means yes” as a response to sexual situations developing between males and 
females. In both cases women - and sometimes men - are encouraged to make 
active statements which act as empirical markers in an attempt to eradicate the 
myriad shades of grey involved in sexual activity. But do they? And are they honest 
both to human feelings and to human interactions? To what extent is it incumbent 
upon prospective sexual partners to satisfy radical or active Feminists that they did 
not transgress their rules - or even simply public rules - for appropriate sexual 
interaction? What, to be very basic about it, even is consent in such circumstances 
when it is at least arguable that “allowing things to happen” may be one form of it 
or when, for better or for worse, there is such a phenomenon as rough or forced 
sex which is enjoyed by people of all and any genders in existence? Can one judge 


the person “who likes to be tied up” the same as the person who is shy to the point 
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of embarrassment? 


In such cases certain Feminists have tried to take the lead and produce various 
rules and practices by which men (but seemingly never women) may be impugned 
for transgressing them and in which the protection of women, but not necessarily 
men, seems the primary motivation. But such Feminists do not only want to police 
men - they also want to police women too. This is evident in the vast proliferation 
of sexual services now available, both in so-called “sex entertainment venues” such 
as titty bars or strip clubs and via the online world on cam sites, sites in which 
virtual and actual sexual exchange can be negotiated and porn sites more 
generally, to which certain, sex negative, kinds of Feminists stand wholly opposed. 
Here the pre-eminent value is that the sale of a woman's body, even if done from 
their own agency with a total lack of coercion (a claim quite often denied by some 
of these feminists who argue that prevailing economic conditions, which favour 
men, “force” women into choosing sex work), is something which degrades all 
women equally, including those who choose to engage in it, and so presumably to 
which they are blind. Such feminists then engage the imagined higher values of the 
inherent worth of all women and the equality of women with men which they 
regard the Female sex workers as either being blind to or ignorant of (although, in 
their rhetoric, any blame or fault is always usually accorded to men to leave 
women free of blame). Such values are also seen in some feminists’ promotion of 
the so-called “Nordic model” of prostitution in which men who attempt to seek 
women for sex are criminalised but the women selling their bodies are exempted 
From criminal attention. Yet, as many sex workers of this kind have pointed out, 


how can it not affect them and not make their lives worse if those who are their 


627 


business are harassed and criminalised? Behind all this, in Fact, seems not any idea 
of equality or inherent worth of the human being, but a simple moral prudery 
which expresses itself as an attempt to control others by subjecting them to it. It is 
nothing other than a simple dislike For things other people like and a desire to not 
allow others to do the things they like, things which may in themselves be legal as, 
for example, in many countries exposing your sexual organs to others on camera 


via the Internet for money manifestly is. 


Many sex workers have themselves argued that such moral prudery disguised as 
Feminism degrades the lives of such women and even makes their lives more 
dangerous as a result. Indeed, sex work generally is a precarious form of work to 
want to engage in, not least for the women who do so. IF one Follows many of them 
through online channels, for example, one hears tales of banks who will not grant 
them accounts once it is known what the source of their income is, of other 
Financial channels, such as Paypal, not allowing them to use their services and of 
them finding it difficult to be paid or to take part in the normal Financial channels 
of society simply because they choose to use their bodies as a means of sexual 
gratification and financial support. Certain sex workers, for example, set up 
wishlists on sites such as Amazon so that users of their services may pay in kind 
but, on occasion, these lists are arbitrarily removed by the company once it is 
known it is a sex worker who has used the service. It seems clear that in such cases 
reputational damage to the company concerned would be the claimed reason for 
the action but it is simultaneously hard not to see it as both moral cowardice in the 
face of pro-active anti-sex work campaigning by various sections of society, those 


Feminist and those more simply conservative, as well as obvious discrimination 
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against the chosen professions and often legal choices of various women. 


This activity and its consequences is only amped up when political power bases are 
engaged to clamp down on the online media accounts and channels of such 
people. This, for instance, can result in shadow banning, in which an account is 
hidden From the view of all but those expressly choosing to Follow it, or even the 
complete removal of whole swathes of material and any accounts which showcase 
it such as in the ban by Tumblr, towards the end of 2018, which resulted in nude 
and sexually explicit material being banned From the site. In various countries, such 
as the USA in which most if not all of the major social media networks are based, 
those with political clout have also tried to use the law to make the advertising of 
sexual services more difficult to carry out, threatening those companies who 
disseminate it with action against them for doing so and so making it harder for 
mainly women to engage in their otherwise legal activities in the online world, 
something which is necessarily safer for them than having to meet potential 
customers Face to Face with all the risks that may involve. This, indeed, was why so 
many women thought the Internet a safe place to do such business in the first 


place. 


But what values lie at the bottom of all this anti-sex work and anti-sex worker 
activity? It is not always easy to say and blanket answers are bound not to cover 
every single case. Yet if we look at those of Feminist persuasion who are objecting, 
as opposed to conservatives who are simply expressing more traditional views 
which regard the female body as sinful or as a temptation to sin, they seem to be a 


matter of power and control in all cases. Here a guiding ideology or value system is 
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in place and it seeks to exercise and extend its power over human activity and 
human subjects via political means and throughout common social environments. 
Thus, we see it active in gaming, in social media, in social and cultural discourse, in 
academia, in any cultural location where its influence may be felt. An example of 
the latter here is in the imagined (and it doesn’t necessarily even have to be actual 
if it is genuinely felt) recent turn towards women in film and other realms of 
cultural production. This, coming after the Harvey Weinstein scandal in which a 
powerful man in film apparently subjected dozens of women to his sexual 
advances over decades and so inspired the #MeToo movement, was seen as a turn 
towards privileging women by some whilst being a necessary corrective for others 
which put morally unscrupulous men and their claimed habitual exertion of their 
power in the uncomfortable spotlight. It also served to highlight that some take 
advantage of others (as any reasonable person, one would always assume, would 
have thought they always had done) as when examples such as Louis CK in comedy 
and numerous record producers taking advantage of their female artists in music 
also came to light. Here it is power dynamics which are under the spotlight and a 


redistribution of power which is looked for by political means. 


Such narratives as #MeToo such as have come out of such cultural phenomena 
essentially Fetishize victimhood but then use said victimhood, which plays into 
narratives of the weak (female) and the strong (male), to prosecute political 
agendas which readdress and reconstitute such power bases. But, as we have 
already seen above, it is not as simple as this when those such as feminists, 
predominantly middle class, educated woman with their middle class, educated 


male allies, end up also including certain types of women in their list of “bad guys” 
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because they do not sign up to the narrative of “patriarchal domination” or 
transgress moral shibboleths by feeding narratives, such as of sexual availability of 
women to men, of the commercial availability of women to men, or of the sexual 
domination of women by men, to which they are opposed. Thus, the political 
battle, which is wholly about who has power in society and on what basis, is also 
linked to an ideological battle over what are the “right” social, moral and political 
values. This takes place as a rhetorical and political battle in which the aim is to 
defeat opponents and take any power they have, even over their own legal actions, 
away from them and to cement the accepted ideology in current political practice 
as accepted moral norms. Their thinking, | would here suggest, is somewhat 


utopian even as much as to others it seems dystopian. 


The problem with utopias, however, is that they are utopias. Is it imagined by any 
Feminist anywhere that a world of “equality”, to use their most often articulated 
rhetorical totem, will ever be the case? Can there ever actually be equality or is it 
just a therapeutic dream? And equality of what? Of opportunity, of wealth, of 
power? Where has there ever been a society that was about “equality” in the 
specific senses in which feminists use it? Is such equality found in nature, for 
example? Or is it something to be entirely artificially created? It all seems very 
idealist, besides ideological, and in a way which is to be contrasted with pragmatic 
in the here and now. It is about first principles rather than real consequences, 
about prescription rather than a more constructive redescription, about coercion 
not free association. It also seems to leave most of the world on its current 
Foundations only with the chairs in the boardroom shuffled around a little so that 


there are more of the right kind of women involved and in greater positions of 
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power. One wonders, then, if “Feminist utopia” is even a utopia at all or merely a 


rearranging of the deckchairs on the Titanic to give a new dystopia? 


One may say that feminism is ultimately a Faith For it is something to be believed in 
rather than something to be questioned or doubted. Values, such as equality, are 
here rhetorical markers of identity rather than prudently established instruments 
of a progressive utility. No feminist, | would suggest, is actually working through 
the real world consequences of the many and various kinds of equality that could 
take place and extrapolating what would happen in society, in culture, in politics, if 
they actually did take place. This reveals, in Fact, that equality is a First principle 
rather than more practical wisdom of a utilitarian kind. ‘People MUST be equal’ is 
the belief not that it would be better For each individual on earth in myriad ways if 
they were. In fact, it is quite likely that life would be worse for many but then the 
righteous in any Faith scenario never even cast a backward glance towards the 
damned to consider their Fate. It is enough to imagine simply that they deserved it. 
Good and evil then do good service as names for those who have triumphed and 
those who have been vanquished. Such a Faith ignores the vagaries and nuances of 
real existence in Favour of the disinterested abstraction of Faith in which one is 
either good or evil - here we may see this as Female and male respectively - For it is 
exactly the case that such values have little or no reality about them. Instead, they 
are an idealist template which is intended to impose by Force of will - often aided 
by politics - a way that people should be onto them. Feminism, in so many places 
appearing as a force against the coercion of women, ends up being a force For the 
coercion of women and men as a whole. It is hard to see how it can be any other 


way when values are held as articles of some faith. Feminism as a value system is 
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simply a desire For power and a lust to impose its own will, to make its kingdom 


come. 


Such feminism is a grasping, a desiring, a wanting - a guilty knowingness which 
makes innocent and makes guilty. It is not, as | began this chapter, the seashore 
mind. It is not that state beyond innocence and guilt, good and evil, which the story 
of Adam and Eve tries to obfuscate by making us capable of guilt and innocence, 
good and evil. Indeed, one might quite easily argue that it is not much different to 
the ideologies it seeks to replace aside from the fact that less penises may be 
involved as a result. Feminism places value in power and control, in the ability to 
coerce to forms of life it approves of and to dissuade From forms of life it does not 
approve of. It does not think people should have a choice to go against its values or 
to act in pursuance of their own agency. Like other liberal and democratic value 
systems in a post-Enlightenment world, it believes in the collective at the expense 
of both the individual and anyone who disagrees with its value system. 
Fundamentally, it wants to impose a value system, a knowledge, a faith, upon 
anyone who lives within the reach of its power. It wants to make some thoughts 
unthinkable and some deeds undoable. It wants to hold power to declare innocent 
and guilty to itself. So in Feminism we have yet another rhetoric, an interpretation 


of the world. But, as | have already said in this chapter: 


The trouble is that following through on the rhetoric reveals it as a rhetoric and, 
thus, destroys its real world cash value. It, like all rhetoric - which, be in no doubt, is 
to impugn all human thought as interpretation - is revealed as a hollow imposition 


in the service of a view of the world. Its power is only rhetorical and its vision is 
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only interpretive. But then so is any and all others. We must, as stated above, 
“realise that nothing is as it seems, that what we think is not the same as what is.” 
What you are convinced the situation is, is not what the situation is, is never what 
the situation is. What can be said is at least a fiction and can at least be 


contradicted by being retold in another way. 


Feminism is a faith which reinterprets the world and tells it a certain way, a way in 
which it describes its own beauty and its own ugliness. But it is not a way we are 
Forced to accept and we are always Free to tell the world another way, to describe 
another beauty and another ugliness, if, indeed, we are given the Freedom to do 


so. 


Yet there is another way which seeks to go beyond words. | first came across it 
when reading through the Zhuangzi, an ancient Chinese Taoist collection of sayings 
and stories. The Full quotation, which is, of course, a translation of ancient Chinese, 


goes as Follows: 


A trap is for fish: when you've got the fish, you can forget the trap. A snare is for 
rabbits: when you've got the rabbit, you can forget the snare. Words are for meaning: 
when you've got the meaning, you can forget the words. Where can | find someone 


who has forgotten words so | can have a word with him? 


What this cannot mean less than is that words have a purpose but they are 


themselves not the purpose. Words have a use but that use is not universal. And 


words, like traps or snares, must be used in certain ways in order to Fulfill their 
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purpose. The meaning, this saying says, is the important thing - and that without 
words! But words are also human inventions, tools of interpretation and 
communication. We human beings are never more artificial (even though language 
is a natural development!) than when we use language, the very tool we use to 
think, to have ideas, to speak; the very tool we abuse when we make it more than a 
tool. So does this saying suggest we need to forget the artifice and artificiality in 
which all human thinking comes to be and that meaning and value are literally 


beyond words? But what is beyond words? 


One simple answer is... EVERYTHING ELSE IS! We are the only beings we know that 
have language to such a degree and complexity although, it must be admitted, that 
is only perhaps because we are not smart enough to discern it in others. But it may 
be said that although communication and more rudimentary language has been 
seen in other earthly species they are not language users, by which | mean word 
users, as we are. All the rest of earthly life, and everything else we know of, is, 
quite literally, beyond words. It does not exist because of words, it does not have 
meaning or value because of words, it is oblivious to human existence and any 
significances it accords through the use of words. So, what is beyond words? 
Everything is. Nothing that exists relies on human beings for its value and meaning: 
it is all beyond their good and evil, their pragmatic lies, their useful Fictions and 


their somnambulant dreams. 


This last metaphor comes from section 54 of Nietzsche’s The Gay Science in which 


he speaks of “the consciousness of appearance”: 
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The consciousness of appearance.- How wonderful and new and yet how gruesome 
and ironic | find my position vis-a-vis the whole of existence in the light of my insight! | 
have discovered for myself that the human and animal past, indeed the whole primal 
age and past of all sentient being continues in me to invent, to love, to hate, and to 
infer. | suddenly woke up in the midst of this dream, but only to the consciousness that 
am dreaming and that | must go on dreaming lest | perish - as a somnambulist must 
go on dreaming lest he fall. What is "appearance” for me now? Certainly not the 
opposite of some essence: what could | say about any essence except to name the 
attributes of its appearance! Certainly not a dead mask that one could place on an 


unknown X or remove from it! 


Appearance is for me that which lives and is effective and goes so far in its self- 
mockery that it makes me feel that this is appearance and will-o'-the-wisp and a 
dance of spirits and nothing more--that among all these dreamers, |, too, who 
"know,”' am dancing my dance; that the knower is a means for prolonging the earthly 
dance and thus belongs to the masters of ceremony of existence; and that the sublime 
consistency and interrelatedness of all knowledge perhaps is and will be the highest 
means to preserve the universality of dreaming and the mutual comprehension of all 


dreamers and thus also the continuation of the dream. 


Here life is the dream of appearance but it is not a dream from which we can wake 
up. It is a dream which compels to keep dreaming for there is no waking world to 
wake up to. Each aspect of the dream only exists in dream-like state and has no 
other existence. This dream-like state is the world of words For it is our words that 


create the dream - be these feminist words, Fascist words, consumerist words, etc. 


636 


Such words are not reality, they are only the dream. But Nietzsche has words, in 
section 57-58 of The Gay Science, for those who would wish to be realist about the 


dream: 


To the realists.- You sober people who feel well armed against passion and fantasies 
and would like to turn your emptiness into a matter of pride and an ornament: you 
call yourselves realists and hint that the world really is the way it appears to you. As if 
reality stood unveiled before you only, and you yourselves were perhaps the best part 
of it - O you beloved images of Sais! But in your unveiled state are not even you still 
very passionate and dark creatures compared to fish, and still far too similar to an 
artist in love? And what is "reality" for an artist in love? You are still burdened with 
those estimates of things that have their origin in the passions and loves of former 
centuries. Your sobriety still contains a secret and inextinguishable drunkenness. Your 
love of "reality” for example - oh, that is a primeval "love." Every feeling and 
sensation contains a piece of this old love; and some fantasy, some prejudice, some 
unreason, some ignorance, some fear, and ever so much else has contributed to it and 
worked on it. That mountain there! That cloud there! What is "real" in that? Subtract 
the phantasm and every human contribution from it, my sober friends! If you can! If 
you can forget your descent, your past, your training - all of your humanity and 
animality. There is no "reality" for us - not for you either, my sober friends. We are not 
nearly as different as you think, and perhaps our good will to transcend intoxication is 


as respectable as your faith that you are altogether incapable of intoxication. 


Only as creators! - This has given me the greatest trouble and still does: to realize that 


what things are called is incomparably more important than what they are. The 
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reputation, name, and appearance, the usual measure and weight of a thing, 

what it counts for - originally almost always wrong and arbitrary, thrown over things 
like a dress and altogether foreign to their nature and even to their skin - all this 
grows from generation unto generation, merely because people believe in it, until it 
gradually grows to be part of the thing and turns into its very body. What at first was 
appearance becomes in the end, almost invariably, the essence and is effective as 
such. How foolish it would be to suppose that one only needs to point out this origin 
and this misty shroud of delusion in order to destroy the world that counts for real, so- 
called “reality.” We can destroy only as creators. - But let us not forget this either: it is 
enough to create new names and estimations and probabilities in order to create in 


the long run new "things.” 


To this we may add the ending of section 59 of the same book to complete the 


circle back to dreaming: 


... men of former times knew how to dream and did not find it necessary to go to 
sleep first. And we men of today still master this art all too well, despite all of our 

good will toward the day and staying awake. It is quite enough to love, to hate, to 
desire, simply to feel - and right away the spirit and power of the dream overcome us, 
and with our eyes open, coldly contemptuous of all danger, we climb up on the most 
hazardous paths to scale the roofs and spires of fantasy - without any sense of 
dizziness, as if we had been born to climb, we somnambulists of the day! We artists! 
We ignore what is natural. We are moonstruck and God-struck. We wander, still as 


death, unwearied, on heights that we do not see as heights but as plains, as our safety 
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It is vaguely ironic that here Nietzsche would use a metaphor of dreaming, and so 
of being asleep, when those who consider themselves most moral and so most 
concerned about the activity of human beings being carried out on a moral basis, 
are termed “woke” - for this, says Nietzsche, is the last thing that pretty much any 
of us actually are! Instead, we are constant and consistent dreamweavers (“we can 
destroy only as creators”) and, as dreamers, it is no defence to say that the dream 
Feels real! That is what dreams do! We are in the position that Zhuangzi found 


himself in when he told the story of “The Butterfly Dream”: 


Once, Zhuangzi dreamed he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering about, 


happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didn't know that he was Zhuangzi. 


Suddenly he woke up and there he was, solid and unmistakable Zhuangzi. But he 
didn't know if he was Zhuangzi who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly 
dreaming that he was Zhuangzi. Between Zhuangzi and the butterfly there must be 


some distinction! This is called the Transformation of Things. 


Here the great Zen wisdom is... CEASE TO CHERISH YOUR OPINIONS. IF you 
distinguish between being awake and being asleep then how can you ever know 
which one you are? Yet the Western Mind is based in such artificial distinction 
where the Zen or Taoist mind is not. This latter mind rests in letting things be what 
they will be, in not having a need to be indicative, particularly in a dualist way. 
Consider, for example, the Chinese text Xinxin Ming, translated in English as “Faith 
in Mind”, a Chinese Chan (Buddhist) text from, some say, the sixth century CE. The 


opening 5 stanzas are as Follows: 
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The Supreme Way is difficult 

Only For those who pick and choose. 

Simply let go of love and hate; 

The Way will Fully reveal itself. 

The slightest distinction 

Results in a difference as great as heaven and earth. 
For the Way to manifest, 


Hold not to likes and dislikes. 


The contention of likes and dislikes 
Is a disease of the mind. 
Without realizing the Profound Principle, 


It is Futile to practice stillness. 


Intrinsically perfect like the Great Void, 
Without lack, without excess; 
In choosing to grasp or reject, 


One is blind to Suchness. 

Neither pursue conditioned existence, 
Nor stay in idle emptiness. 

In oneness and equality, 


All self-boundaries dissolve. 


Trying to still action 
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Is an action itself. 
Still trapped in duality, 


How can you recognize oneness? 


This is a Far more radical version of “equality” than any Feminist article | have ever 
read could ever devise. It is not an equality of choice or decision or desire. It is not 
an equality of action or intention. It is not an equality From which good and evil can 
be apportioned. “Picking and choosing” or “love and hate” are barriers to this kind 
of equality. This equality is “perfect” like “the Great Void” of vast space (as another 
translation has it) is perfect. This is not an imputed equality; it is not the equality 
someone gave it with words or some community gave it through narrative and 
discourse. It is not an equality of political or rhetorical achievement. This is the 
equality that comes simply from existing in a harmony of all things, and that 
harmony, too, is beyond words for it does not need them to exist. It is just there. It 
is the equality of wu wei, of actionless action. It is blind to “suchness” which is to 
say that it is blind to identity. It is only with identity and with “suchness” that we 
humans imagine an equality of things that we have now designated with identity 
as necessary. We create problems of equality for ourselves when equality was 
always already there if only we would have cast off our words, our desires and our 
intentions. This is morality-in-the-midst. It is the morality about which we can only 


be silent. 
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Z: THE END OF THE MATTER 


1. 
“We have art,” said Nietzsche, “lest we die of the truth.” In section 107 of The Gay 


Science he gives a Fuller explanation of this point of view: 


Our ultimate gratitude to art.- If we had not welcomed the arts and invented this kind 
of cult of the untrue, then the realization of general untruth and mendaciousness that 
now comes to us through science - the realization that delusion and error are 
conditions of human knowledge and sensation - would be utterly unbearable. Honesty 
would lead to nausea and suicide. But now there is a counterforce against our honesty 
that helps us to avoid such consequences: art as the good will to appearance. We do 
not always keep our eyes from rounding off something and, as it were, finishing the 
poem; and then it is no longer eternal imperfection that we carry across the river of 
becoming - then we have the sense of carrying a goddess, and feel proud and childlike 
as we perform this service. As an aesthetic phenomenon existence is still bearable for 
us, and art furnishes us with eyes and hands and above all the good conscience to be 
able to turn ourselves into such a phenomenon. At times we need a rest from 
ourselves by looking upon, by looking down upon, ourselves and, from an artistic 
distance, laughing over ourselves or weeping over ourselves. We must discover the 
hero no less than the fool in our passion for knowledge; we must occasionally find 
pleasure in our folly, or we cannot continue to find pleasure in our wisdom. Precisely 
because we are at bottom grave and serious human beings - really, more weights than 
human beings - nothing does us as much good as a fool's cap: we need it in relation to 


ourselves - we need all exuberant, floating, dancing, mocking, childish, and blissful art 
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lest we lose the freedom above things that our ideal demands of us. It would mean a 
relapse for us, with our irritable honesty, to get involved entirely in morality and, for 
the sake of the over-severe demands that we make on ourselves in these matters, to 
become virtuous monsters and scarecrows. We should be able also to stand above 
morality - and not only to stand with the anxious stiffness of a man who is afraid of 
slipping and falling any moment, but also to float above it and play. How then could 
we possibly dispense with art - and with the fool? - And as long as you are in any way 


ashamed before yourselves, you do not yet belong with us. 


2: 


In the 9th, 10th and 11th stanzas of the Xinxin Ming we are told the following: 


Transformations going on in an empty world which confronts us 
Appear real all because of Ignorance: 
Try not to seek after the true, 


Only cease to cherish opinions. 


Abide not with dualism, 
Carefully avoid pursuing it; 
As soon as you have right and wrong, 


Confusion ensues, and Mind is lost. 


The two exist because of the One, 


But hold not even to this One; 


When a mind is not disturbed, 
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The ten thousand things offer no offence. 


3. 

Ever since | became interested in Zen and Taoist texts | have had on my mind a 
conundrum. | read various thinkers and combed a lot of aphoristic material and 
much of this spoke of a duty of compassion that | did not understand. “Surely, if 
The Way is as these philosophies seem to conceive of it,” | thought to myself, “then 
the way of all things commends no one action or attitude more than any other?” 
Compassion, it seemed to me, was some ethical bad faith that these practitioners 
of Eastern spiritualities were adding on in contravention of their otherwise stated 


beliefs because they Felt or thought that to be uncaring was harsh or cruel. 


| had to think much harder about this and | thought so hard that, in the end, even | 
had to let it go, to come to a point at which i realised that intellect was not the 
solution. Human beings cannot “work everything out” if they think long enough 
and hard enough. It was when | let it go that I started to realise. | started to realise 
that in creation there is no hatred or anger or spite, no good or evil, no innocence 
or guilt. When one animal kills another it does not torture or abuse or humiliate it. 
It carries within itself no motive or intention. It has no judge to declare it guilty and 
no code against which its behaviour will be measured. Nature carries on in its way 
like water Flows where it can flow. The water cannot be judged for where it Flows. 
Ultimately, there is a moral emptiness which fits within the “emptiness” that is 
existence itself. It is recognition of this emptiness, perhaps surprisingly, that 
motivates this talk of compassion as the 13th and 14th stanzas of the Xinxin Ming 


suggest: 
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The object is an object for the subject, 
The subject is a subject For the object: 
Know that the relativity of the two 


Rests ultimately on one Emptiness. 


In one Emptiness the two are not distinguished, 
And each contains in itself all the ten thousand things; 
When no discrimination is made between this and that. 


How can a one-sided and prejudiced view arise? 


This, in a much more ancient and, to most of us, Foreign expression, is something | 
have noted many times before: that the beginning of a morality based on the way 
of all things is to hold all things, and all people, in common - to regard all people 
and all things as one and as part of one whole. All human enmities, and even all 
moralities, begin in manufactured division which see people and things as separate 
and opposed. IF we would see differently we must revalue this value! We must give 
up difference and identity. We must give up the things we stick to and stick to the 


emptiness of nothing instead. 
4. 
A Question: can we make a truth for ourselves that the way of all things does not 


validate? 


An Answer: we can, but should we? Is this not Man’s inauthenticity to Man, a 


grasping when we do not need to grasp? Let our evaluating now say, “There shall 
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be no more possession!” 


5. 


“AUxvov pE—’ NUEpav Gwac nepijet AEywv "GvOpuonov Cntw." 


Diogenes lit a lamp in broad daylight and said, as he went about, "| am looking for a 


human being." 


6. 

Yesterday, | went for a walk. As | was walking, | tried not to think and just just let 
my mind be something which held onto no thought or sensation which occurred to 
it. At this point | had the realisation of just how much goes through a mind at any 
one time; bodily sensations, Feelings, sense impressions, etc. It seemed like a vast 
and, normally, unconscious amount of things. These things are always there but we 
just normally never consciously Focus on them or give them any meaning. They are 
simply the regular background we don’t normally notice, the Functioning of a 
human being which didn’t require that same human beings attention or permission 


to go about its business. 


As | kept walking | walked past someone’s driveway and on this driveway there lay 
a grey cat. The cat lifted its head to look in my direction as | regarded it and 
considered what kind of life this cat must live. | put myself in its position and 
imagined myself to just be lying, in the watery sunshine, on someone’s driveway. | 
imagined how strange other people, seeing me doing so, would think me to be. But 


not the cat. The cat is Free to lie in the sun on a driveway and no one will give it a 
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second thought for this is what we expect cats to do. Cats are allowed to wander 
around at their own indulgent pace, much as | was doing on my walk, and to sleep 
on driveways in the daytime. Human beings, doing the same thing, might be in 
receipt of moral judgments From others who see them. We might wonder if an 
adult human being wandering around and sleeping where they want to did not 
have a job and so how they supported themselves. We might then jump to 
conclusions about how they support themselves or if, indeed, they are supported 
by someone else or by the state. We might judge them for that, imputing laziness 
and lack of moral responsibility For themselves to them. Humans, we think, should 


not be like grey cats in driveways. 


Diogenes of Sinope would not have agreed with this latter judgment. He imagined 
that the cultured and “civilised” people of towns and cities, those who cooked 
Food, washed with heated water and populated their homes with cushions and 
Furnishings, were becoming less human by doing so. He thought that human beings 
should be like grey cats who lie in driveways in the sense that they should live as 
simply as they are able to. Nature, thought this Greek, was the human being’s 
home and it was living according to nature that made them human. When he went 
into the marketplace with his lantern “looking for a human being” it was his way of 
saying that those who were there were less human for all their cultured, civilising 


ways. 


All this seemed to pass through my mind in a Few brief moments as | looked at the 


grey cat. | kept walking, of course, but the cat stayed in my mind as | compared its 


life to a human one of my own experience. It seemed to me that the cat's life was 
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happier and so better in a way that John Stuart Mill would not have been able to 
accept. That is because this cat only has one thing to do and that is be a cat! In this 
moment even being a human being seemed to be a curse, an awful imposition, and 
| considered that the cat was Far better off than the human being. Does a cat 
experience shame? Must a cat be sure to make sure its actions are not perceived 
negatively by other cats in order for it be seen in a socially acceptable light? Can a 
cat be considered sinful, or evil, or even responsible? Does a cat need a socially 
justifiable reason to carry out any action? Can a cat be described as not acting in 
the best interests of cats? Can a cat be made guilty of a crime? Does a cat have any 
expectation upon it at all? Does a cat distinguish pleasure From pain? Must cat 
accord with things thought “rational”? Does a cat have to consider the welfare of 
cat-kind in its mode of living? Does a cat live in the context of yesterday, today and 


tomorrow? Can a cat consider its situation in life? 


And what about the human being? Of course, it is a Fallacy to suggest that because 
a cat is like a cat then a human being should be like a cat. But this is exactly the 
point of this whole book: what is a cat? What is a human being? Is morality any 
essential or necessary part of this as a phenomenon or in some precise delineation 
of such a thing? Do human beings have duties or responsibilities that arise simply 
because of the Fact of their existence? Or is existence simply a seashore onto 
which things wash and from which things will once again, inevitably, be washed? 
Can human beings fix the price of things when the things they fix came with no 


meaning or value attached but simply existed as they could? 
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“What is the seal of liberation? No longer being ashamed in front of oneself.” - 


Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, note 275. 


AFTERWORD 


‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 


And the mome raths outgrabe. 


“Beware the Jabberwock, my son! 
The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! 
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 


The Frumious Bandersnatch!” 


He took his vorpal sword in hand; 
Long time the manxome foe he sought— 
So rested he by the Tumtum tree 


And stood awhile in thought. 


And, as in uffish thought he stood, 
The Jabberwock, with eyes of Flame, 
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood, 


And burbled as it came! 
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One, two! One, two! And through and through 
The vorpal blade went snicker-snack! 
He left it dead, and with its head 


He went galumphing back. 


“And hast thou slain the Jabberwock? 
Come to my arms, my beamish boy! 
O Frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!” 


He chortled in his joy. 


‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 


And the mome raths outgrabe. 


JABBERWOCKY by LEWIS CARROLL 


650 


PART 3: SPIRITUAL AND POLITICAL ANARCHY 


Reflections on human beings, human society and an anarchistic existence in a 


spiritual/philosophical guise. 


"We are notin the least afraid of ruins For we carry a new world here in our hearts" 


- Buenaventura Durruti 


In my previous two books of There is nothing to stick to, Every step is on the path 
and The Fiction of morality, | laid out texts and ideas pertinent to my own ideas of 
anarchy which came from broadly spiritual and/or philosophical locations. These 
questioned the moral and philosophical underpinnings of the human being as a 
civilised being, or as one that should be civilised, in an argument recommending an 
anarchistic approach to life. In this book | will go Further down this path by 
discussing some of the dreams civilisation dreams, as well as political conceptions 
of anarchism, with the aim of producing a positive presentation of my own, largely 
non-political, conception of what anarchism can be and can mean for someone 
alive today. This is a spiritual/philosophical anarchism in the void of a universe 
without leaders, authorities or laws because, whether we dream them or not, they 
are simply ignored and regarded as irrelevant in a world like ours which is but a 


pinprick in the vastness. 
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Silent loneliness. ... the dreamer is still dreaming... 


1/ Awake. Asleep. Dream. Reality. Woke. Not Woke. Granted these pairs of states, 


how would one ever know which one is? This is the Fundamental issue of our age in 


a time when some claim moral superiority as a state of their existence. But when 
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one is dreaming, when one is asleep, does one know that one is asleep, does one 
know that one is in a dream? No, one does not. It is part of dreaming that one is not 
aware of the dream. That wall between the waking and dreaming state is not 
broken, awareness is not evident. One only acts as if one were really, 
consequentially acting, and ones Feels the consequences of acting as if they were 
genuine consequences. It is only a later, waking realisation - if it actually appears - 
that makes us reassess our dreaming experiences. But then are we now awake or 
asleep? Is this reality or the dream? Without that experience we designate the 
“waking realisation” how could we know? What if | told you that reality is still the 
dream, that you never woke up, that being woke is just another dream, that being 


awake is a dream? 


2/ Equality is the current magic word, the safe word, of many of those who think 
they are awake. But ask yourself a question: does equality actually exist anywhere? 
Isn’t it true that “equality” is actually a dream, a figment of some idealist’s 
imagination? Search nature and ask yourself if in any animal, any organism, any 
process, “equality” is anywhere evident. By “equality” here is not meant 
cooperation. Lots of things cooperate. But cooperation isn’t equality nor need it be 
based on equality. Cooperation happens because even the most competent of 
beings has things it cannot do, things For which it is beneficial to make some peace 
treaty with others and obtain mutually satisfying ends. But where, then, is equality 
in nature, in the nature we try to force into the categories of our dreams? Let me 
tell you: its nowhere. Nature is not based on equality and neither does it produce 
or manufacture it. Equality is pure dream, pure idealism, pure ideology. There is no 


such thing as equality on the Earth. Not only is ita dream, it is Fantasy. 
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3/ Perhaps you will say that in some cultures there is the concept of balance. This is 
true. But balance is not equality either. The problem is that the dream of equality, 
and it is a dream, a dream that seems very real to the dreamer, is a designation of 
worth and inherent meaning ascribed to each person. But these designations only 
exist in the dream and to those sharing in the dream. Nothing about this has 
anything to do with being awake. It is a pure idealism, a phantom conjured From 
deep sleep. Balance is the belief that things will sort themselves out if left to their 
own devices, to their own “actionless action” as one tradition has it, and to the 
naturally occurring currents of existence. But this is Far too laissez-faire For the 
ideological dreamer of equality. In such dreams equality is willed rather than 
simply allowed to appear if it can. In such dreams the dreamer dreams of the 
dreamworld they want to live in, living out their Fantasies as they sleep. It is not 
good enough for the dreamer in this dream that the dream allows itself to go 
where it will. Such ideologues want to create the dream and have everyone else in 


the dream submit to it. They want to exercise their power and to dominate. 


4/ Those who dream about equality, an equality that nowhere exists, feel hard 
done by and discriminated against in the world. They Feel that they are due more 
From life than they have either gotten or have any prospect of getting. But what 
would make them think that? Why would anyone imagine that, just by the fact of 
their existence, they deserve certain things, certain status, certain opportunities, 
“equity”? What even is such an equity, such an equality? Pure illusion, pure 


imagination. This is an idealism. 
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5/ What we have here is a simple dream theory of the human being, one born out 
of imagining that we are equal, that we deserve equal opportunity, equal 
attention, equal concern. There is no practical or empirical reason for this. It is 
simply dreamed. In this dream if anyone matters then everyone else must matter 
too and, not least, | myself and those | identify with. OF course, what is unspoken in 
the dream is that, actually, no one matters, that all mattering is itself equally 
dreamt and imagined, all equally conjured out of the dream. Humanity itself is a 


dream, a willed illusion that all participate in For their own ends. 


6/ IF we subject this dream to analysis, if we break down the walls of the dream so 
that we are now consciously aware of it as a dream, such thinking becomes empty 
and untenable. It appears as if there is no reason to give any human being, or any 
being at all, any worth or meaning merely due to the Fact of its existence. Such an 
idealist move seems arbitrary and unreasonable. Why, we think, just because 
various chemical elements combined in a physical universe in such biological ways 
should we ascribe such random acts any value, worth or meaning? Such things just 
happened because they could. So what? IF on innumerable other planets 
throughout the vast expanse of space things have happened in other ways, and if 
we on our pitiful little planet have developed as we have, which is as we could 
which is the only way we could have developed, then why does any of this - 
necessarily - mean anything at all? IF on some unknown planet we will never be 
aware of some unknown being just came to life in a way that we could never 
perceive or detect - and such a thing is quite easily imaginable - then can we say 
that we matter anymore in the context of all that exists anymore than this wholly 


inconsequential Fact would to us? 
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7/ What we learn here is that “equality” is an error built on top of a heap of other 
errors. We have consecrated these errors as truths within our dream. Henceforth, 
we Say, let our willed errors be our truths. Let what we know and are certain of be 
that which we want to be true. Let knowledge be due to belief and belief be 
Fuelled by our will. The world will be what we want it to be and we will not let it 
resist us for our will must rule over all. Only thus is our life made meaningful and 


given the value that we have decided it deserves. 


8/ At this point we reach a major realisation: the human being wills Fiction and 
creates Fiction and lives and articulates itself by the means of Fiction For the end of 
creating fiction that will by no means be evaluated or received as such. All 
ideologies are Fictions, creations of the dreamer and nourished in the dream, and 
what is most important about any of them that want to exert their influence over 
existence is that they not be perceived as such. A green Earth that is bounteous in 
its provision for life on Earth for all eternity, a social and utopian equality and the 
end of beast competing with fellow beast are all such fictions, human ideologies 
and idealisms which find no basis in the material activity and consequence of the 
physical universe that we inhabit. But that doesn’t matter for the dreamer. What 
matters for the dreamer is that you come to share - which means to believe in - the 
dream. The dreamer wants to make reality into the dream even though the dream 
is a Fiction. All that matters to the dreamer about the fiction is that it can be truth- 


bearing - their truth, that is. 


9/ Carnival. Welcome, ladies and gentlemen [and those of fluid gender or, whisper 


it quietly, even none at all!]. Step right up, step right up! Welcome to the world of 
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feminism, nationalism, black rights, gender wars, culture wars, #MeToo, 
#NotAllMen, #BlackLivesMatter, anti-semitism, white supremacy, misogyny, toxic 
masculinity, the 1%, the 99%, “the Force is female”, Islamophobia, Extinction 


nu a nu a 


Rebellion, “privilege”, “triggering”, “OK, Boomer” and “rape culture”. [I’m sure you 


can add a lot more for yourself.] Welcome to the carnival of dreams! 


10/ “When it comes to the poor, no lives matter” sings Ice T under the guise of his 
metal band, Bodycount. What does this mean? It means selfishness. It means if you 
have then you only care about yourself, at most, your kind. It means if you have 
nothing then you're worth nothing. It means looking after number one is where its 
at. It means my survival is, in the final analysis, more important than your survival 
and quite possibly that these two are, at some point, in opposition. It means you 
are only of worth if you are of use, if you can be of use to me in some form of deal, 
exchange or cooperation. And if it means all that then it actually does mean that 
no lives matter, poor or not. For a life that doesn’t matter with nothing doesn’t 
matter any more if you add dollar signs to it. How you see others is how you see 


yourself. 


11/ It comes as a shock to a great many dreamers who are sleeping that there are 
people more than willing to ignore their values and judgments. Its almost as if they 
don’t realise they are asleep and that, thus, people are Free to ignore their wishes 


and their willing accordingly. 


12/ Are you feeling drowsy like those citizens who, radicalised by slogans and 


demagogues, are sleepwalking into the swamp of their own willed dream? 
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13/ So you may agree that equality doesn’t actually exist and never has. But you 
may, nevertheless, want to build a world in which it does. You may say that equality 
is humanity’s highest possible value and so must be instantiated if we are to be 
truly human. But is it possible to manufacture something that doesn’t exist? Can 
equality be made? No, it can’t! Would equality exist if every sphere of life was 
made 50% male and 50% Female? Would it exist if every sphere of life were split 
into the correct percentages according to some racial breakdown? No, don’t be so 
naive, of course it wouldn’t because, not least of all, not even every example of 
some entirely arbitrary and Fictional class of people is the same. Nor would these 
people, however you wanted to categorise them, necessarily view everyone else in 
the now prescribed “equal” way. What you would in fact be talking about would be 
a reduction in someone’s humanity in order to impose the ideology of equality. You 
would be taking away their simple ability to choose or to form natural relationships 
based on shared interests or life experiences for a mathematical calculation that 
Fulfilled some ideological purpose. Equal is not equality and is less than humanity. 


Its not maths. 


14/ And what is this measurement that equality would necessarily be based on? 
How does one measure equality? In the previous note | suggested a count of 
heads, a fair distribution of races and genders across society. But who would we be 
pleasing in doing this? Surely not everyone would want it or agree with it? What 
about those who disagree or who won't play along? Are they to be rounded up and 
dropped off on some large island and cut off from the world? How equal is that? Is 
equality only For those who will willingly share the same dream? Here we start to 


recognise some of the incongruence of dreaming in which things that can’t actually 
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happen in the waking world are imagined anyway simply because in the dream 
things can happen which can’t really happen. So we imagine maths and measuring. 


But its not maths. 


15/ But, to return to measuring, can equality even be measured? Is that not itself 
another impossibility that turns into nothing when you try to grasp it, something 
which only ever had dream existence to begin with? Once you start measuring 
everything all you discover is that the measuring can never end and that measuring 


only uncovers that no two things are ever equal! 


16/ Measuring, of course, in the matter of equality, would not merely extend to 
balancing everything out in some impossible idealist equation of equal and Fair 
distribution of resources and opportunity. Before one could do that one would 
have to distinguish and designate what is - For the imagined issue at hand is based 
on the Fact that things and people are different and that these differences make a 
difference. But is that so? Do different skin colours, genitals, creeds, learned 
cultural practices, make a difference? Do they separate and set apart? Do they give 
rise to the need for equality in the first place? One thinks here of the British Jo Cox 
Foundation named after a murdered British politician whose belief was that we 
have much more in common with each other than the differences that can perhaps 
be observed. At any rate, we can argue that it is at least controversial, a matter of 
debate, that observed differences make a difference. We may say that, within the 
dream, any difference they make is a difference we make them make. But we may 
not presume that such difference must make a difference or even that they 


empirically make a difference. Their difference is a Function of our particular dream 
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or Fiction and is never self-evident. 


17/ Yet it may be observed that dreamers do so love dreaming up differences to 
set themselves apart and, in their dreamerly vanity, make themselves feel special. 
Only in the last few days | came across an “LGB” group on social media which - you 
will notice that it appears to be missing a “T” - wanted to define itself over against 
the idea of transsexuality. Its particular interest appeared to be in defining gender 
as biological and fixed and homosexuality as same sex attraction based on such 
Fixed gender. Thus, its belief system rendered transsexuality, for example, as out 
of bounds and erased - and it left homosexuality and lesbianism for the pure 
bloods it had so designated, the transsexuals presumably being relegated to the 
dustbin of a forgotten and unwelcome history - from their point of view. My 
questions For this self-defined group would include asking why they get to define 
who and what they are but others don’t, why their rather narcissistic and self- 
protective dream should be honoured by any other dreamers and why it should be 
thought that either sexuality or gender matters according to what we base it on. 
Surely if one gets to decide what they are, everybody gets to decide what they are? 
Surely, whether we give it a biological ground or a personal one, it doesn’t actually 
make any difference? One wonders, then, how such a creed would designate the 
American actor Asia Kate Dillon, a non-binary person who uses they/them 
pronouns of themselves and regards themselves as pansexual? One imagines they 
regard Dillon as not existing which, apart from anything else, seems a rather 
extreme length to go to to preserve the integrity of one’s dream. Or perhaps they 
regard her as female, the gender they were assigned at birth, but which they 


refuse. It would appear that this self-selected group of LGB people have set 
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themselves up as judge and jury. This is perfectly Fine within a dream because it is 


your dream. But is it so in order when it comes to waking up? 


18/ Asia Kate Dillon is an interesting example of the relationship of difference to 
equality. In 2019 Dillon was designated by the online magazine Queerty as one of 
its “Pride 50”, 50 individuals it named on the Fiftieth anniversary of the Stonewall 


au 


riots as those who it considers “"trailblazing individuals who actively ensure society 
remains moving towards equality, acceptance and dignity For all queer people”. 
Acceptance and dignity can here be bypassed because accepted and understood 
but what about the “equality” in that sentence? Queerty seem to be suggesting 
that if and when people like Dillon, non-binary, pansexual, they/them pronoun- 
using, people progress, then society as a whole progresses. But might we not 
legitimately ask why Dillon is “progressing” and what this progression consists of? 
Dillon is not themselves unattractive and we might even call them striking in 
appearance. In addition, their self-designation lends them the sheen of the exotic, 
the taboo, the Forbidden. That a queer lifestyle magazine sees their progression 
[measured, apparently, in terms of Fame and popularity] as societal progression 
does not mean that those who employ Asia Kate Dillon see them the same way. 
Neither does it actually mean that society is “progressing” - whatever progression 
be taken to mean in this context. All, in Fact, it does show is what dream Queerty 
are dreaming, what the shape of their particular ideology is, how they, but not 
necessarily anyone else, measures “progress” - as if progress were even a thing 
that had its own system of measurement, something into which we humans could 
tap. Such progress is fiction whole and entire, a willed dream that those dreaming 


it hope to lure you into. But then so is that dream that would be the opposite of 
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this one. Or any other dream. 


19/ Now we have three things in some strange inter-relation: equality, difference 
and progress. Difference mandates equality in that we can perceive difference at 
all which some impulse [here designated a dream] tells us should be balanced out 
because, we reason, only this is “Fair” or “just”. This, in turn, mandates measuring, 
both of what is and comparatively speaking. Progress is the name given to the 
monitoring of these differences in relation to each other on the basis that their 
measurement moves in the direction we have decided it should. Please note that 
these are all things people do and people decide. There is here no sense in which 
nature or circumstance or existence or actuality Force us into such measuring 
activities or such ideological positions. In every respect they were our dreams and 


we dreamed that dream. 


20/ But now we have brought other concepts to the party, namely justice and 
Fairness. These, too, will need to be measured. It seems that measuring is all we 
can do but, as already discussed, measuring is not something which actually gets us 
anywhere. It is, instead, merely an activity to which we forever condemn ourselves, 
an activity incapable of ever giving us what we say we want. We will the dream to 
continue forever and so we will our sleep. Measuring does not produce fairness 


and measuring does not produce justice. Its not maths. 


21/ IF equality was part of the natural order no one would need to manufacture it. 


IF Fairness was part of the natural order no one would need to manufacture it. IF 


justice was part of the natural order no one would need to manufacture it. Because 
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difference is part of the natural order human beings have felt the need to 
manufacture these things. Is it natural to manufacture? Is it the case that what 
nature allows nature thereby approves of? Is it possible to remake the natural 
order? Are we in control or dreaming that as well? Do we even know what we are 
doing or why? In the dream the dreamer dreams all the circumstances necessary 


For the dream to seem real. Unless the dream seems real we cannot dream it. 


22/ The what can happen that will happen. Throughout nature what happens, all 
that happens, is only what can happen. IF something can happen then it may. IF it 
cannot happen then it won't. This may seem obvious but you would be surprised 


how many dreams and how many dreamers try to avoid its simple necessity! 


23/ Manufacturing, and all that goes into it - culture, artistry, imagination - are 
products of nature and natural accoutrements of our Form and being. It is part of 
human nature to create, Fictionalise and imagine. However, none of this implies the 
approval of a thing called “nature”, something both actual but, in its conceptual 
sense, merely ideal. Such a nature has no voice and does not, cannot, speak. This 
implies neither care nor lack of care. It is absence of any thought or opinion about 
care. Nature has no opinions or intentions, no desires or direction. It is the what 
can happen that will happen. But then we might ask why we need nature’s 
approval anyway. Isn’t ability mandate enough? IF we can isn’t that enough to 


justify that we should? What does justification have to do with anything? 


24/ | have asked if it is possible to remake the natural order. Let me answer that 


question by saying that it is possible to change the natural order. But, wait a 
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minute, the natural order changes itself by itself already. Nature, indeed, is change, 
constant change. Change itself is normal. Here the nature of the dream is to 
change the natural order in the ways that we can designate. What we dream of is a 


natural order in our image, a change we caused and purposed. 


25/ And so the question is are we in control or dreaming that as well? We are 
dreaming that as well. All dreams of control, which is essentially all human dreams, 
come up against the what can happen that will happen, the actionless action of 


nature, the fact that what we are we did not decide and neither do we control it. 


26/ The human being is not a reasonable, rational creature. The human being is a 
creature with the ability to be something it calls rational with something it 
designates reason. In neither case does any of this say anything about perspicuity 
to something called truth, the accumulation of something imagined to be 
knowledge or the faculty of something which is believed to understand. In 
addition, there are many Faculties of the human being which are pre-rational and 
which operate according to their own biological or physiological imperatives that 
have nothing to do with either reason or intellect. Indeed, their correct and precise 
Functions or means of operation may even be beyond such faculties to pronounce 
upon since they may not either be visible or amenable to measurement by them. 
One might here speak only of emotion, the biological operations of the body and 


desire as three obvious examples. 


27/ So we may venture that it is dubious to suggest that we do know what we are 


doing or why, that we can state goals and give reasons for this after the Fact 
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notwithstanding. Unless we can establish that we could know, recognise truth or 
do something called understanding - For which we would need to posit a state that 
was designated as understanding and which we could measure our current state 
against - then there is no reason to believe that we are, collectively, in anything 
other than our own bubble. The dreamer is still dreaming. The issue is how we 


might escape the dream and establish that we had, in Fact, escaped it. 


28/ It is no criterion of truth that we have imagined we know things and possess 
some faculty we call understanding. As one far more profound than | has said, 
“Convictions are more dangerous enemies of truth than lies.” And, yet again, 
“There is no pre-established harmony between the furthering of truth and the 
good of mankind.” Indeed, to Finish a trilogy of quotations regarding the human, all 
too human, species, “However far man may extend himself with his knowledge, 
however objective he may appear to himself - ultimately he reaps nothing but his 
own biography.” Perhaps you Fear Falling into irrationality in that case? But “that 
something is irrational is no argument against its existence, but rather a condition 
For it.” So, in any case, could not the basis of human existence be falsehood, lack of 
knowledge, misunderstanding, error? Could it not be a pre-intellectual and non- 
rational will, an artistry that comes From an aesthetic sensibility and an inability to 
do anything but interpret surroundings in ways thought [in ways who knows how 
right or good or true] beneficial to the Furtherance of the organism itself? Would 
not equality then be something willed because of its appearance and imagined 
utility? Would it not then be merely a matter of taste? Unless the dream seems real 


to the dreamer we cannot dream it. 
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29/ Equality is a kind of immaturity, a refusal to accept the world as it appears to us 
with all its change and refusal to fit into our rationalisations. To believe that 
equality of opportunity should be available to you and precisely to you is to be the 
child who thinks “Its not fair!” all the time and, Failing to step back and maturely 
consider that the events of existence occur beyond human logic, reason or control, 
damns the world for not being these things - as if they ever could be! It is, Further, 
the immaturity of the one who, at any one time, is subject to the whims of taste in 
human society which swirl about with their own indecipherable logic, at once rising 
to breakers which crash upon some random shore here before becoming calm and 
going to rage on some other shore elsewhere. Such an immature person thinks 
that if they come to this shore right now then there should be waves to surf. But it 
doesn’t work like that and the child of equality mopes off, stubbornly refusing to 
accept the world as it is and immaturely imagining that it should be how they want 
it to be. Such a person would rather manufacture fake waves rather than have no 
wave at all. Finally, their immaturity makes them an enemy of nature itself for in 
the battle of wills they must overcome the way things are and prove their own 


vision victorious. IF their way is not victorious they simply sulk. 


30/ Morality is a burden civilisation tries to put around your neck for its own 
preservation. No free spirit accepts such a burden. No spirit can be free that 
accepts the burden. You can’t have anarchy and equality. Anarchy has no view on 
equality. 


nu 
! 


31/ Equality, being “Its not Fair!” risen to the nth degree, is based on that morality 


which is the lubrication of civilisation, that which preserves it in its movements as 
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oil lubricates an engine. But it is only the lubricating oil of this particular kind of 
engine for other kinds of engine do, can, have and will exist. One of the great lies 
of this civilisation is that such a civilisation must be this way. This is always a lie 
even as it is now. For no civilisation must be the way it is, no civilisation is a 
necessity. Rather, it comes to be that way through the victory of those forces 
which are at that time dominant. Cultural domination in any civilisation is achieved 
through the operations of power. Morality and equality are simply names given to 
some of these operations by some of the forces engaged in the rhetorical battle 
for the soul of a civilisation. They lubricate a particular kind of engine but, in 
others, would be like pouring sugar into a petrol tank. Yet what is to be 
remembered is that no morality is a necessity even whilst, often, those pushing 
one upon you will insist quite the opposite. In truth, they are using every aspect of 
their power to force you to their position. Describing it as power and force, 
however, would defeat their rhetorical purposes for neither seem moral or equal 
at all. Here aesthetics raises its head once more and we are reminded how much in 
society comes down to taste. The free spirits are those who have decided to go 


without it, who have given up having taste as something that is itself in bad taste. 


32/ “Henceforth, let my morals be everyone else’s morals. My morals must apply 
universally, must be the duty of everyone else to hold. There can be no morals that 


do not apply to everyone.” So say moral dogmatists everywhere. 


33/ “Property is theft!” “Government is violence!” “Centralisation is slavery!” You 


will not hear the naive children of the modern, liberal, capitalism of equality 


making any of these statements. They want the equality but they also want 
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property. They want the equality but they also want a liberal understanding of 
existence. They want the equality but they also don’t mind capitalism that much 
and dream that they must be compatible. “Equality” is For them an accoutrement 
and accessory of a successful capitalist lifestyle! Indeed, one may wonder, if it 
came to a choice between capitalism and equality, which one they might choose. 
We are all equal, they dream, but please don’t take away the material inequalities 
of our existence and, of course, not least my own! They want equality but not at 
the cost of their own success by some very unequal measure. Can we not have an 


equality of material gain? 


34/ What such people truly Fear is the collapse of civilisation and the Fiction of 
democracy and equality it instills. They do not fear it for idealist reasons though; 
they Fear it because they fear that their status and worth as a part of it will, in one 
Fell swoop, be taken away. They fear that their inequality within it will be made 
into a more anarchistic equality without it. Their Fear is very material. For what is 
the great equaliser? When we all equally have nothing, when we stop being 
concerned with wealth or status or position or power. That is equality. You can 
never have equality while you still measure by any of those things. Equality is not a 


measurement. 


35/ In France the Gilets Jaunes began as a leaderless people’s movement in 2018 
that was complaining about high Fuel prices, a high cost of living and its 
disproportionate effect on those of working or middle class background, 
particularly in rural or semi-rural areas. In addition, many of its members criticised 


the Macron government for disproportionately favouring the rich [one of their 
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direct demands was the reintroduction of a wealth tax] and they also demanded an 
increase in the minimum wage as well as electoral reforms such that the people 
can directly remove officials or modify laws, or even the constitution, through 
regular citizens’ referenda such as is common in Switzerland. It was, by any 
standard, an economically and politically motivated action that was organised 
largely on the spur of the moment through social media and without any hierarchy 
or leaders to speak of. Surveys of the movement's members have since found that 
it encompasses people from across the political spectrum, including even 
significant numbers of people who don’t vote at all in regular elections, as well as 


large minorities of those who would vote either extreme right or extreme left. 


A further “people's uprising” notable in modern times is that which goes under the 
umbrella of “Extinction Rebellion”, which, broadly speaking, is an uprising against 
the effects of capitalist industrialism and its inevitable pollution and destruction of 
the biosphere. Due to this focus, its supporters have been noticeably more centre 
to left on the political spectrum. Extinction Rebellion [XR] began in the UK and, 
motivated by its belief in the environmental impact for millions around the world 
from climate breakdown caused by human activity, currently have three UK 
demands [which also apply worldwide in relation to other governments as well]: 
that the British government declare a climate emergency and communicate the 
urgency of the situation, that the government reduce biodiversity loss and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2025 [the UK target is currently set at 
2050 as | write] and that the government create, and agree to be led by, a citizens’ 
assembly on the matters of climate and ecological justice. In other countries, 


notably the USA when XR expanded there, a fourth demand was added which was 
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more about politics and reversing perceived inequalities than climate as each 
branch of XR operates independently without an overall leader or committee in 
charge. Taking their lead from past civil disobedience, XR has strongly advocated 
for non-violent demonstration [in distinction to the Gilets Jaunes protests which 
have often become violent] and allows anyone to demonstrate under its banner 
provided they resist non-violently in pursuance of its 3 or 4 stated aims. XR, 
however, does have semi-official channels, such as social media accounts, through 
which it propagandizes for its cause and arranges and organises protests and 
“training” For them and it did have official Founders, some of whom have written at 
length about their vision For the Future, a combination of action to mitigate and 
reverse climate change and social justice. Sometimes this is phrased in 
controversial or inflammatory ways, as in the case of XR founder Roger Hallam’s 
provocative relativising of the Holocaust as just another atrocity [something no 


sane person should agree with]. 


36/ My interest in these movements is to ask the question, “What is a people’s 
movement?” Are the Gilets Jaunes a people’s movement with their violence 
[sometimes but not always], their politically extremist members and the approval 
they receive from bad actors such as Vladimir Putin who, clearly for reasons of his 
own, would like to see Western European countries in political turmoil? Are XR a 
“people’s movement” even though, in terms of political makeup, they are much 
more narrowly defined, being a broad coalition of largely leftist interests to which 
many even on the moderate right feel naturally opposed? What makes a 
movement a “people’s” movement in a situation where publicity for a cause is 


sought and to claim that something is “of the people” is seen as a public relations 
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good? Both of these movements, in terms of head count, are very much minorities 
even if judged in terms of vague and broadly-canvassed public sympathy. Are 


either people’s movements? 


37/ These days many political groups and political actors claim “the will of the 
people” and it is often entirely in bad faith which discredits the phraseology and 
sullies the concept whole and entire. People often claim said will based on polls or 
electoral successes as if one such example of the same stands for all time in 
avoidance of that fact that, even if one were democracy’s biggest Fan, it must be 
acknowledged that such a thing is a process and not an event. Past examples of 
democracy cannot bind future ones and democratic decision-making was never 
meant to be once for all time. Indeed, democracy is more usually a means of 
negotiating current, very present matters in a way thought generally, but never 
universally, agreeable which is why a voting majority is ever sought at all. IF similar 
questions keep arising as matters of concern for the body politic then it is always 
the case that a continuous series of contemporary votes can be held as is the case 
in most democratic countries where governments are elected to serve a statutory 
term after which they must seek re-election to demonstrate whether or not they 
still hold the confidence of the people. However, it is often the case that such 
governments are not elected by a majority of the people. In recent times, for 
example, Trump did not gain a majority of the popular vote in the 2016 US 
elections, in the UK a majority of the popular vote for the government is 
exceedingly rare, Emmanuel Macron did not receive an overall majority of the 
registered electorate in defeating Marine Le Pen in the 2017 French presidential 


elections and in the German Federal elections of 2017 the vote was so split that 
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there was for a time a doubt that a government could even be formed although a 
Fourth example of a “grand coalition” between the traditional rivals, the CDU/CSU 
and the SPD, eventually did give Angela Merkel her final term as German 
Chancellor but with a total number of votes far short of half of the potential 
electorate. On what basis do any of these elected presidents, chancellors and 
governments claim “the will of the people”, claim to be a “people’s movement” or 
even simply claim to represent the majority when in simple numerical terms they 


simply do not? 


38/ It is well known, and endlessly repeated, that 17.4 million British voters voted 
for Brexit on June 23rd, 2016. At the time the potential electorate was roughly 
46.5 million people. What this means primarily is that said electorate was roughly 
divided into three substantial, and not totally dissimilar, groupings in terms of size: 
for Brexit [17 million +], against Brexit [16 million +] and did not vote [13 million]. 
None of these groupings could realistically be described as “the will of the people” 
if that phrase in any way at all be realistically related to a majority of the people. 
Indeed, the winning option at that vote was roughly 37.4% of the total possible 
electorate. More the will of some people than of the people as a whole even if you 
grant the vote was fair and without favour as many would not. To then go on, in 
endless politically-charged rhetoric, to act as if said electoral result was the 
undeniable and irrefutable will of the whole, to invoke “the people” as your 
rhetorical totem and their “will” as your mandate, is at the very least disingenuous 
besides being simply inaccurate. The problem, however, is with democracy itself 
and the notion that groups of people can and should bind everyone else in what 


we can see here, from the Brexit referendum and the electoral results mentioned 
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in the prior note, is often a tyranny of the manipulated majority by the rhetorically- 
flourished minority. Democracy may be an exercise in the consultation of the 
whole but it rarely, if ever, provides the settled will of the whole. We may also note 
that a substantial minority [around 28% in the case of the Brexit referendum] 
often don’t care enough to even take part. Indeed, at the subsequent UK General 
Election of 2017 the turnout was 68.8% or slightly less than at the prior 
referendum, 31.2% seemingly having no interest in the outcome. This dropped 
slightly in the subsequent 2019 General Election when basically one third of the 
registered electorate did not vote, something which meant that roughly 1.5 million 
more people did not vote at all than voted for the victorious Conservative party. 


Surely the real winner here, in a First past the post system, was “I don’t care”? 


39/ Clearly here we have some concept of a social contract in play in which the 
expressed will of some electoral majority, however this be arrived at in terms of 
voting systems and arrangements, is nominally consented to by the whole whether 
the individuals that comprise that whole took part in the process or not. We may 
call this social contract “civilisation”. Is this acceptable? How low would the taking 
part in the process have to be before the system itself came into disrepute? [Only 
55.7% took part in the 2016 US Presidential Election.] What would happen if 
substantial numbers of people, be they Gilets Jaunes, XR protestors or even just 
particularly agitated Feminists in search of equality, disregarded the system and 
took to direct action and public protest which openly questioned the existence or 
authority, political and moral, of the government or state? In what sense have the 
people within such [democratic] systems - or within civilisation - consented to the 


system and what happens to them if they don’t? From another point of view, how 
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acceptable is it that in such democratic forms of civilisation often it is the case that 
those with electoral minorities wield power out of all proportion to their electoral 
support? On what basis does such government, regardless of party or position ona 
political spectrum, wield power over those who may never have consented to it? 
What, effectively, is the right of governments to govern or states to exert power 
and authority over any territory and the populace within it? What if you think the 
problem is actually such civilising centralisation, and the handing over of authority 


to it, in the first place? 


40/ A peculiar and truncated history of anarchism. Due, of course, to its very 
nature, it is difficult to argue for the manifestation of anything called anarchism 
before the rise of something For it to react against, i.e. civilisation. Yet, that being 
said, it is important to note that for thousands of years human beings did, in Fact, 
live in anarchy whole and entire - this being without leaders, authorities or laws, 
political or religious - as a prehistoric being at a survival level of existence. This 
does not seem to have done the species any harm nor to have hindered its 
imagined progress since, without those millennia of anarchy, we would not be here 
today. This, of course, was not anarchism as a considered belief system nor as an 
intellectual choice but, instead, as the simple unreflective practice of survival, a 
“going about your business” such as we can observe all living things do quite 
naturally by themselves anyway. Having life, things want to survive. This is an 


instinct For life. 


41/ When civilisation began to emerge and to develop it was in Greece and in China 


roughly 2,400 years ago that “anarchist” reactions to government and civil 
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organisation of varying forms began to manifest themselves. In Greece this was 
evident in the rise of Cynics who, in the cause of virtue, despised and decried 
civilisation and civilised practices as dehumanising, taking us away from nature and 
replacing it with artificially invented human customs and systems of government. 
Cynicism wasn’t, strictly speaking, an individualist creed - in truth, it wasn’t really a 
creed at all For it was, by its very nature, more about practice than theory - but 
Cynics were often disparate individuals rather than those who gathered or lived 
communally. The same may be said For those who would become known as Taoists 
in China. Two of the Formative texts of Taoism, the Tao Te Ching and the Zhuangzi, 
are, broadly speaking, “anti-polity” texts which espouse a kind of philosophical 
anarchy that undercuts notions of political rule or human custom in organising 
themselves or even their need to be organised. When one proposes a Tao, or way, 
which governs all things and may easily be equated with the course of nature, one 
is not suggesting that one needs human organisation or civilisation to do the same 
job. Neither did these texts, which predate the Formal creation of something called 
Taoism, institute a religion, in case one is imagining they did in Fact create a kind of 
authority. In fact, neither text was written as Taoist but were later regarded by 
others as formative Taoist texts as views like those contained within them became 


a body of thought that was valued by others. 


42/ \n both of these streams of anarchistic thought simplicity and the avoidance of 
both money and fame, as accoutrements of a corrupting civilisation, were 
espoused. Both were also, in some sense, survivalist in practice and intention. The 
famous 20th century Sinologist, D.C. Lau, wrote in his preface to his translation of 


the Tao Te Ching, for example, that the text was written by those trying to survive 
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the warring states period in Chinese history. So it was about living prudently and 
simply without being entangled in the machinations of the world and its desire to 
build states and kingdoms, something which might not only require one to take 
sides but which also involves one in war, politics and trouble. Yet we might also 
rightly point out that both of these forms of anarchism, the Cynic and the Taoist, 
are, in some sense, quite private and personal, both are about living virtuously and 
peacefully as an individual within nature yourself. They are not as, for example, 
19th century, socialist influenced, anarchism will be, about communal movements 
or laying out political principles For an imagined anarchist world order. In 
distinction to such an approach, both early Cynics and early Taoists thought that a 
context for human existence already existed and, broadly speaking, this was 
nature. Nothing else was necessary and to live simply in harmony with this, 


accepting its movements and operations, was entirely enough. 


43/ After these first Flourishes, albeit Flourishes which leave traces even to this day 
a couple of millennia later, the history of anarchism is itself anarchistic. Here we 
start to encounter issues such as what even counts as anarchism in the First place. 
Might, for example, religious asceticism, say of Christian hermits in the Egyptian 
desert in the 4th century or of that which Formed around the Zoroastrian prophet, 
Mazdak, in 6th century Persia, something which influenced later Islamic sects in the 
area, be considered anarchism? Asceticism itself is a very decivilising practice in 
that it denies the self the comfort and ease which civilisation aims to provide. 
Jesus of Nazareth, for example, in some historical reconstructions, forms a Cynic- 
like group of ascetics who wander homelessly around northern Palestine relying on 


gifts of Food and shelter from others and preaching, essentially, a deliberate 
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poverty and simplicity of life in which God will provide. This same Jesus is in these 
constructions oblivious and contradictory of the religious and political authorities 
of the time. It is also the case that there are exampled forms of religion which 
essentially worship or honour nature as the deity. An example here would be Celtic 
Druidism. Yet, in general terms, it is those Forms of human existence which are the 
simpler, less organised and less theoreticized which are regarded as the more 
anarchistic. But, of course, we should remember that civilisation is always 
advancing everywhere in the creation of countries and empires and kingdoms as 
the human species slowly, but exponentially, technologizes itself thus creating the 
ability to communicate with, and so organise, ever larger groups of people. Indeed, 
one may see in the rise of civilisation the parallel rise of centralisation. The 
problem, for example, for nationalists of all kinds, a very non-anarchistic thing to 
be, is that this Forward movement cannot be artificially stopped at the national 
level. Once you wish to organise everything, you inevitably want it all to come 
under one authority of some kind or another. Power wishes to control everything 
and not just some of the things. And so today we have supra-national 
organisations, world trade bodies, international political conferences, multi- 
national corporations and require biometric documentation so that we may be 
logged and tracked by a world travel system before we may travel across our own 
planet, a planet in which communication with those not like us has become 
possible as never before and to an extent that now, in many places, it is itself a 


political issue. 


44/ So what are the enemies of anarchism? Government, religion, money, 


commerce and finance, statism, surveillance and documentation [which are 
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consequent upon government and statism]. These are forms of centralisation. 
Consequently, the anarchist’s Friend is anonymity and refusing to be centralised. 
What is a modern Form of this anarchist’s peril? Facebook, a commercial enterprise 
engaged in forcing all people everywhere to submit to its electronic network 
[which also goes under the names of Instagram and Whatsapp] so that all lives may 
be tracked, logged, traced and owned by it so that the information can be used to 
leverage money from those who want access to it for the right price. People’s lives 
are being bought and sold in a new, technologically-enabled way and for the 
enrichment of a Few over the many. We used to call this slavery and it used to be 


illegal. 


45/ There is no “theory of anarchism” and this is because anarchists like to 
distinguish themselves by what they do. Anarchism is not a matter of high theory 
or theoretical discussion of issues. It is much more a matter of discussing the ethics 
of practice - if it must discuss anything at all. This is because anarchism is about 
doing, about living, and not about abstract discussion. It is always a matter of 
application to something people do as a result of observation of the effects of 
things upon how people live. Rather than there being a right way for people to 
think within anarchism, anarchists think it is up to the people concerned to decide 
For themselves. Anarchism does not assume others know better or that some elite 
have gained a political or social position which gives them the right to decide or to 
instantiate “the thing people must believe” and so how they must act - and it 
believes this even if the position has been granted by some imagined “democracy”. 
Anarchists do not accept that centralisation is inevitable or that its impetus cannot 


be resisted. In fact, their being anarchists suggests they think it can be and it 
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should be. Anarchism is, in this sense, the belief that there are no elites and that its 
up to you, individually or by voluntary association, to decide how you practice living 
your own life, something which is a matter for you but not necessarily anyone else 


who has their own responsibility For themselves. 


46/ IF you want an alternative society, you require an alternative morality. You 
cannot ever honour the same things but expect different outcomes. You must 
change yourself. But the good news is you can change. You need only influence 


how. 


47/ The anarchism of the gift. “Jesus said: IF you have money, don’t lend it at 
interest. Rather, give it to someone From whom you won't get it back.” This is a 
saying of Jesus of Nazareth in the version recorded in the Gospel of Thomas, 95. 
There is a canonical version for those more concerned to find their sayings of Jesus 
within the New Testament. Look at Luke 6:30-35 and its Matthean parallels. But 
what is going on in this saying? Jesus is advising people to ignore the custom of 
lending money at interest, and so a custom of finance and commercialization, and 
to simply give it away! Where would this end if everyone simply gave all their 
money away? Well, they themselves might end up with none. And, we may say, 
such advice doesn’t exactly envisage money as something to be hoarded or used to 
multiply the amounts of it you possess. It does not exhibit what today might be 
described as “market behaviour”. But, as it turns out, it seems that in history it has 
not only been Jesus who has essentially told people to gift things to people rather 
than using the means of a Financial or commercial transaction. Some, of course, 


would have you believe that human beings have always been a commercial animal. 
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But this is not so and not only because Diogenes or his Father or both apparently 
smashed the embossed markings off their local coinage thus making it worthless 
and unusable - contrary to the law. If, for example, one reads the anthropology of 
Marcel Mauss one finds he has written on archaic societies who based their 
interactivity on gifting or reciprocity of exchange. This is to be distinguished From 
the orthodox assumption that bartering took place in which people are assumed to 
mimic market activity but prior to money being invented. As anthropologist and 


anarchist, David Graeber, puts this: 


“Mauss demonstrated that in fact, such economies were really ‘gift economies.’ 
They were not based on calculation, but on a refusal to calculate; they were rooted 
in an ethical system which consciously rejected most of what we would consider 
the basic principles of economics. It was not that they had not yet learned to seek 
profit through the most efficient means. They would have Found the very premise 
that the point of an economic transaction—at least, one with someone who was 


not your enemy—was to seek the greatest profit deeply offensive.” 


The issue here is that such thinking is anarchist to the extent that it removes the 
ability to use money as a means to create inequalities of wealth and so power. How 
can you make money if, on such thinking, the way to impress people is by how 
much of it you give away?! How can you hoard money if the idea of exploiting 
others to get more of it is quite literally offensive? This, then, is an ethics of 
practice which promotes what allows everyone as a whole to get by but without 
allowing others to gain the means to start deciding or organising or even affecting 


how others might live. It aids everyone by being a lubrication of human interaction 
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but it Favours no one. 


48/ It might be said that anarchist conceptions of human society are often naively 
egalitarian [which, incidentally, is the best way to be egalitarian, without thinking 
too much about it]. This is most pertinently because most Forms of anarchism do 
not envisage an egalitarianism imposed from above because it is thought to be 
right - this would be an anti-anarchist sentiment in itself - but as being created 
from below by those who choose an egalitarian anarchism of voluntary 
cooperation For themselves and so inevitably create communities of the thing they 
want to see. This is just one reason why | consider the equality | have spoken of 
above, that kind seemingly wanted by various kinds of feminist and the so-called 
“social justice warriors” [SJWs] they are often in the company of, as impossible. It is 
impossible precisely because it is envisaged as something imposed, willingly or not, 
on society as a whole. People must be made equal and to think of each other in 
certain imposed ways - perhaps even through a kind of brainwashing. It is my 
intuition, which my intellect does not contradict, that this is an impossible aim 
regardless of what one thinks of the [desirability of the] actual values involved. It 
should here be noted that it is generally in line with most forms of anarchism that 
egalitarianism is often a bedfellow or fellow traveller of such a thing. So in 
criticising Feminists and SJWs it is not necessarily any values they have that are the 
problem but more usually their rhetoric regarding their theories of the person or 
of human society and their proposed means of applying them and actualising them 
that are the problem. This is particularly the case in those forms of Feminism or 
social justice which are simply the same capitalist or neoliberal Forms of society but 


with the winners and losers reversed as if, somehow, this were either justice or 
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equality. It is, we must state clearly, neither. Its more of the same. 


49/ The anarchist trap. David Graeber, in his book Fragments, gives an example of 


the trap anarchists find themselves in if it comes to discussing anarchism today: 


“Skeptic: Well, | might take this whole anarchism idea more seriously if you could 
give me some reason to think it would work. Can you name me a single viable 
example of a society which has existed without a government? 

Anarchist: Sure. There have been thousands. | could name a dozen just off the top 
of my head: the Bororo, the Baining, the Onondaga, the Wintu, the Ema, the 
Tallensi, the Vezo... 

Skeptic: But those are all a bunch of primitives! I'm talking about anarchism in a 
modern, technological society. 

Anarchist: Okay, then. There have been all sorts of successful experiments: 
experiments with worker's self-management, like Mondragon; economic projects 
based on the idea of the gift economy, like Linux; all sorts of political organizations 
based on consensus and direct democracy... 

Skeptic: Sure, sure, but these are small, isolated examples. I’m talking about whole 
societies. 

Anarchist: Well, it’s not like people haven't tried. Look at the Paris Commune, the 
revolution in Republican Spain... 


Skeptic: Yeah, and look what happened to those guys! They all got killed!” 


Graeber concludes: 
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“The dice are loaded. You can’t win. Because when the skeptic says ‘society,’ what 
he really means is ‘state,’ even ‘nation-state.’ Since no one is going to produce an 
example of an anarchist state—that would be a contradiction in terms—what 
we're really being asked for is an example of a modern nation-state with the 
government somehow plucked away: a situation in which the government of 
Canada, to take a random example, has been overthrown, or for some reason 
abolished itself, and no new one has taken its place but instead all former 
Canadian citizens begin to organize themselves into libertarian collectives. 
Obviously this would never be allowed to happen. In the past, whenever it even 
looked like it might—here, the Paris commune and Spanish civil war are excellent 
examples—the politicians running pretty much every state in the vicinity have 
been willing to put their differences on hold until those trying to bring such a 


situation about had been rounded up and shot.” 


What does Graeber uncover here? That its not in the nature of acquisitive 
civilisation to allow people to make their own choices, come to their own decisions 
and live their own lives unmolested. Take, for example, the most revolutionary 
invention of the 20th century which | would argue to be the Internet. Who can use 
it without being advertised at and targeted ad infinitum? So much is this the case 
that people get rich selling you things so you can make it happen less! Most if not 
all of the largest Internet corporations in the world - which are also the largest 
companies in the world - are based on widening and increasing the marketplace. 
Most often the thing being sold is you yourself and your likes and preferences. 
Google, Facebook, Amazon: Think about it. Would such companies be happy if 


whole countries suddenly became anarchist and egalitarian, decentralised and 
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based on gifting rather than commerce? You bet they wouldn’t. As Graeber states, 
it wouldn’t be allowed to happen. Where would the self-proclaimed 
“philanthropist” multi-billionaire Bill Gates be now if he hadn’t spent his business 
career crushing all his competition, some often free and built to enable 
communication rather than to harvest dollars, and by creating a monopoly on 
Internet software through illegal business practices so that nearly everyone who 
wanted to make use of the personal computer and the Internet had to do it 
through him? The issue is that [even peaceful] anarchists anywhere are dangerous 
to centralising tendencies everywhere, particularly if they gain any traction. 
Consequently, the Forces of centralisation will always be prepared to pool their 
considerable resources to expunge them and any influence they may presume to 
wield. Even as | write this now in late 2019 the statist Turkish forces, and Turkey is 
a member of the international organisation NATO and nominally supposed to be 
democratic, is fighting and killing the people of Rojava, an egalitarian, pluralistic, 
decentralised, libertarian socialist and environmentally sustainable, self-governing 
area of north eastern Syria. Not least is this because the people of Rojava presume 
to organise their own society along their own freely chosen lines. So in all the cases 
the issue is the clash of those who would presume to organise their own lives as 
opposed to those who would wish to impose superfluous and not freely chosen 
conditions of existence upon others. The tighter civilisation makes its grip on the 
peoples of the world, the less anarchism and outbreaks of anarchistic, anti- 


commercial, anti-nation state, activity can be allowed to happen or even to exist. 


50/ Anarchism in the 19th century. Most people today think of anarchism based on 


that formulation of it constructed by what today would largely be called socialists 
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beginning in 19th century Europe. Think here of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Max 
Stirner, Piotr Kropotkin, Mikhail Bakunin, Errico Malatesta, the Paris Commune, and 
numerous others which would also include, in a North American sphere of 
influence, Emma Goldman [born in the Russian Empire in what is now Lithuania] 
and Henry David Thoreau. The major thing about all of these Figures, however, and 
numerous others you could name in a much more comprehensive and adequate 
history of the period, is just how different their conceptions of anarchism are. 
Proudhon's theory, mutualism, rejected state, capitalism and communism and 
called for a co-operative society where individuals create Free associations linked 
in a decentralised Federation. Stirner’s conception was much more individualist or 
“egoist” and he advocated self-assertion in denial of society with the potential For 
non-systematic associations. Kropotkin advocated an anarchist version of 
communism as did Errico Malatesta. Mikhail Bakunin was a socialist and collectivist 
who rejected all hierarchical Forms of power from God down and who sought the 
confirmation of political equality by economic equality. This would involve both the 
abolition of the state and private ownership of the means of production. Emma 
Goldman fought against religion, the idea of property and the power of 
government for the purposes of “a social order based on the free grouping of 
individuals for the purpose of producing real social wealth; an order that will 
guarantee to every human being free access to the earth and full enjoyment of the 
necessities of life, according to individual desires, tastes, and inclinations.” Thoreau 
was a proponent of simple living in natural surroundings and of civil disobedience 
in order not to allow governments to make people acquiesce to their wishes, he 
believing that governments were typically more harmful than helpful. To call 


oneself anarchist is not to plug oneself into the one theory of anarchism - for there 
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is no one theory. Indeed, many of these Figures argued with other anarchists about 
what was the appropriate way to practice anarchism, for example, in matters such 
as whether violence should be used in the furtherance of their anarchism or not. 
Such, it seems to me, must come to be the case when one conceives of one’s 
anarchism politically, socially and, inevitably, in activist terms. Civilisation and its 


politics exists: some anarchists, not all, engage [in] it. 


51/1 must confess that all you will have read to date in the two previous books of 
There is nothing to stick to [Every step is on the path and The Fiction of morality], 
as well as what I've said here so Far, would not convince you that | have politically 
conceived of anarchism in the way that it has been conceived of since the 19th 
century. Whilst many since then, and almost anyone | can find calling themselves 
“anarchist” in public now, thinks of anarchism as being something of the left, and 
often the Far left, | frankly don’t. [Here “libertarians” are often left out of such a 
political account. Libertarians are often today regarded as of the right although 
this is a development that has happened in the 20th century, especially in the USA 
where a “libertarian” now conjures up the image of a gun-wielding National Rifle 
Association member who hates the social organization of anything - presumably 
except the NRA - and fears the government might take everything away from him. 
Historically, however, this is not the case and, in many cases, libertarianism had its 
roots in places similar to those from which socialist anarchism did. Indeed, 
“libertarian socialism” was one way such a thing was, and still is, described.] | see 
this anarchism of the last 200 years that is in dialogue with Forms of socialism, 
communism and collectivism - and that espouses several other -isms as part of its 


values - as a historically contingent development that is anarchist in a particular 
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way - the political way - but |, in my own anarchist view, see no reason why one 
need be political in the first place. My natural inclination is to ignore politics just as 
much as it is to ignore government, state, law, organised religion, and any other 
thing which would feign to set itself up over me as a ruler or an authority. IF 
avapxia, the Greek word from which anarchy comes, meaning without rulers or 
authority, is to be anarchy for me then politics, which is etymologically derived 
From noAtc, the Greek word for “city” with a meaning of “business of the city”, is 
nothing to do with me for | have no interest in the city or its operation. Just as 
Diogenes had no interest in ruling Athens or Corinth - he was stateless you may 
recall and seemingly eulogised the fact - so | take a more individual, non-political, 
perhaps philosophical or even spiritual approach to anarchism. | don’t think being 
anarchist means | must become involved in unpicking civilisation. | think anarchism 
means | must reform myself and my own understanding of the world so that such 
externals become an irrelevance to me. And so, typically, | now no longer see 
things in terms of media narratives or political oppositions. | increasingly try not to 
see things in terms of “the world”, something which is a very narrow point of view. 
There is everything and there is nothing. And even they themselves are in 
relationship. Politics is petty and anarchy is an anarchy of everything or it isn’t 
anarchy at all. So my understanding of anarchy starts by asking, “How big is your 


vision?” What is the scope of your dream? 


52/1 find it somewhat amusing that in this series of books called There is nothing 
to stick to | have used substantial portions of Nietzschean exposition to set out my 
anarchism. IF you read enough Nietzsche you will come to understand that in some 


places he is quite dismissive of anarchism. But the anarchism he is being dismissive 
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of is the socialist political anarchism that was being fomented in the Europe of his 
day. In this respect, then, we have something in common. Not, by the way, that | 
dismiss such a thing in the way, and for the reasons, that Nietzsche did. He, | think, 
saw it as in terribly bad taste in its social values [Richard Rorty denounced 
Nietzsche’s political inclinations as not socialist enough in his philosophical 
appraisal of him precisely because they were more individualist, more egoist] 
whereas | understand where it is coming from and possibly even why but just don’t 
Feel its part of my interest or purpose [and | guess | must confess that I, too, am 
more individualist than collectivist]. Nietzsche, of course, was very much into 
wiping certain illegitimate authorities away, by means of completely undermining 
them, things such as Christianity and the Christianised Platonism that he thought 
of as its philosophical accompaniment. It is For exactly such reasons that Nietzsche 
has been a prominent component of my two previous books. Nietzsche is in the 
business of deconstructing authorities, those, that is, that have gotten into our 
heads and made us dream dreams. He, believe it or not, is the one asking us if we 
are awake or really asleep. He is the one comparing being awake to being asleep 
and asking if, in one, we aren’t doing the same as in the other. He is the one 
striking at the heart of the human being and telling us to Forget all the externals of 
life and to recognise, as the Buddha did, as, | think, Jesus of Nazareth did, as 
Diogenes did, as the Tao Te Ching and the Zhuangzi do, that it all begins and ends 
for each one of us in what we think and in how we think. It is with our 
understanding, with our interpretation of the world, that it all begins and ends. 


And so... 
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53/ A Zen-inspired contemplation: 


Please do not Fall into the trap of words. 


Without judgment, evaluation or significance what is there to be desired? 


Stop trying to change. 


Before the word “nihilism,” what is nihilism? 


Everything that is? 


Without the concept of location, where are you? 


Right here? 


Why did someone sit staring at a wall for nine years? 
Because she did. 

What was she expecting to get? 

Nothing. 

And what was she doing? 


Staring at a wall. 


Anything that happens is the name of a perception. 


Right and wrong, 


Wrong and right. 
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Without the illusion of a Fiction 
How would we know who we were or that we were? 
Before words are there teachings? 


Before words is there instruction? 


Is there a book before the word “book”? 
A philosophy or a reality? 

What is a philosophy? 

What is a reality? 

Is a philosophy a reality? 


Is a reality a philosophy? 


Life is a label. 
Death is a label. 
But what is a label? 
A fiction. 


So is there life and death? 


Seeing something as a thing 
The fiction of “is” persists. 
Without perception, the world dissolves. 


Who were you before you were born? 


Whatever you say something is, it isn’t. 


Everything is at least a fiction. 
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No knower, 

No known, 

No separation, 
No action. 
Formless Form. 
No knowing. 


No not knowing. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


You are not a person. 
There is no “self”. 
IF there is no “you” 


Then nothing you say about this “you” can be true. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


Appearance through opposites, 


Difference an illusion, 
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Separation a perception, 


Oneness a confusion. 


Might you be enlightened but not know it? 


In your bubble, what happens when the bubble bursts? 


Movement, rest. 


Rest, movement. 


You are called a “you” 
But itis not a “you”. 
What you call a “you” 


Is the name of a perception. 


You area state. 


But there is no state. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


IF there is no state then where are you? 
Right here. 
But where is “here”? 


The present moment. 
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Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


Can you locate the source of a thought? 
Can you find the creator? 

Where is the start? 

What is there before perception? 
Imaginary states? 


Reflections? 


A reflection of an illusion of a metaphor of a Fiction. 
A reflection of an illusion of a metaphor of a Fiction. 


A reflection of an illusion of a metaphor of a Fiction. 


Mind? 


No Mind. 


Knowing? 


Not Knowing. 


We call it “the world” 
But there is no “world”. 
We see the manifestations 


But there is no manifestation. 
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We become drawn in 


And become caught up in attachment. 


What does believing have to do with anything? 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


Beware of believing. 
Beware of attachment. 


Beware of what makes sense. 


So what is the situation? 


What situation? 


A speck of dust is necessary For the universe to be. 
Words representing that which does not exist. 
Fear holds things together 


With “I don’t know” and “right and wrong”. 


The All takes a shape 


But itis still the All. 


It hurts 
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Butitis still the All. 
Loveless, 


Still the All. 


No difference or sameness 
With All no “I” 
With death comes the death of 


nu 


“lam”. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


A speck of dust is All. 


What is? 


What isn’t? 


Neither. 


Water has no colour. 


What colour is light? 


Light is a perception. 


What does light depend on? 
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You add 
You take away 


Equally zero. 


No gain 
No loss 
All or Fact? 


Not zero. 


No Fixed positions 
No being 
No non-being 


In between. 


No enlightenment 
No unenlightenment 


In between. 


Examine in between. 
Who can know it? 


There is no knower. 


Teachings teach nothing, 
They distract. 


Describing what isn’t, 
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They can overpoint 

Until the medicine makes sicker 
Instead of healthier. 

Dogma becomes fundamentalism 
And the Flexible becomes rigid. 
Blind Faith and empty hope 

Are a bitter combination. 
Teachings do not teach, 

They point. 

Without rules, 

Right or Wrong, 


Discrimination. 


Dispose of the thorn before its wound 


Infects you. 


No creation 
No destruction 


No one to know 


With no one to know 


What are “same” and “different” anymore? 


Who knows what? 


What are we talking about? 
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Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


The illusionary world 
Consciousness 
Neither 

No One 

Absolute 


Without. 


Subjectivity is mind. 
Objectivity is mind. 
It is like looking 


In a mirror. 


Without Form or emptiness 


The mirror is smashed. 


There is no mind. 
There is no mirror. 


There is no form. 


Beware attachment. 


Are you free? 
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Are you trapped? 
Is there mind? 


Is there consciousness? 


Has your bubble burst? 


Unaware 


Not aware. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


There is not a thing 
That does not depend 
On other things, 


Mutually supporting. 


Everything is everything else. 


Interdependent, 
Relative, 
Reciprocal, 


Participatory. 
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Love, 

Hate, 

Fear, 

Courage, 

Holding everything together 
Just as they are 

So that the universe 


Is just as it is. 


The blade of grass 


Is as important as “I”. 


Sometimes the same, 
Sometimes different, 
Consciousness and 
Perceived appearances 
Exist as 

Constant change. 
What is their 


Meaning and Significance? 


Why discuss it? 


The “I” sees endless activity, 


A succession of things. 
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Yet without “I” to depend upon 
There is only the Uninterrupted. 
Endless Flow, 


a bi 


In which “I” partakes, 


Is the way of things. 


What does it matter if you Feel it? 
What does it matter if you don’t? 
What does it matter if you think it? 
What does it matter if you don’t? 
What does it matter if you believe it? 


What does it matter if you don’t? 


Self will not appear from somewhere 
Unless you try to stand still. 

And then you will get gain and loss, 
Like a photograph of reality 

That is not real itself, 


That is not Endless Flow. 


IF you want to define things through perception, 
Your senses will agree with your decision. 
Consciousness, awareness, produce 

The “is”, the “was” and the “will be”. 


Concepts solidify, 
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Existence is conjured. 


But what is “I-dentity”? 
What is “definition”? 
What is “perception”? 


What is “mind”? 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


The highest Serenity means extinction. 
Anatta, Sunyata. 

No self, emptiness. 

All. 


Endless Flow. 


Action equals action, 
Significances delude. 
Organisational structures, 


A Fiction. 


Here, there. 


There, here. 
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What is “location”? 


Hate, love. 
Love, hate. 


Do they exist? 


Holy, profane. 
Profane, holy. 


What? 


Lying, truth. 
Truth, lying. 


Fiction. 


Significance, 
An idealism. 
“Special”, 


An illegitimate distinction. 


Names given to things, 


Names for perceptions. 


The All does not need perception, 


A perceiver is equally to the side. 


Without seeing or hearing it abides, 
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Without “is” or “is not” it resides. 


The All is not awareness. 


Past... 
Present... 
Future... 


Now? 


There is no “now” 
For there is no “you” 
Only “That” which isn’t. 


“That” which can’t be grasped. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states... 


The perceptual apparatus breaks. 


What were you 
Before you were you? 
What were you 
Before words came? 


Imagine the boundaries, 
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Impose human form. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


No body, 

No Form. 

No “I”. 

In the revelation of the All 
Things disappear. 

The All 

Extinguishes 

And things 


Are forgotten. 


Thoughts, 
No thoughts. 
Reality, 

No reality. 
Knowing, 

No knowing. 
I, 


Nol. 
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Self, 


No self. 


The negation is just as important 
As the affirmation. 

Each is part of the Whole. 

When there is only affirmation 


You Forget you are Nowhere. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


A portal to Nowhere, 


An eternal location. 


What is the meaning of the Way? 
A tree grows in the yard. 
One if you see it, 


“One” if you don’t. 


Duality, a mistake, 
Non-duality, a delusion. 


Do not be deceived by language, 
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Smoke and mirrors. 


Does a dead body know what it is? 
Without knowing, 

Without deceptive consciousness, 

Without misleading awareness, 

Without the Falsehood of right and wrong? 


Does a dead body know what it is? 


Names given to perceptions 
Do not make them so 
And by adding an abstraction 


It gains or loses no substance. 


Here 


Was 
Will be: 


Illusory perceptions. 


Without words, 
The senses. 
Without knowingness, 


Can you know yourself? 
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Without words, 
What is there? 
The All, 


Without words. 


An equality of the All. 
Form, 

Emptiness. 

No better, 

No worse. 

No higher, 

No lower. 

No senior, 

No junior. 

No beginning, 

No end. 

No earlier, 

No later. 

An equality of the All. 
What is. 


What isn’t. 


Man never went to the moon. 


No man. 


No moon. 


No went. 
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Form, emptiness. 
Emptiness, form. 


“eon 


No “is”. 


Asleep, awake. 
Awake, asleep. 
Which is the dream? 


What difference does it make? 


Enlightenment means extinction. 


Go back the way you came. 


| dreamed a world, 

And dreamed it wasn’t a dream. 
What appeared to be, 

Was. 

Analysed, 

Theorised, 

Building out the dream 

That wasn’t a dream. 
Grounded, 

Spiritualised, 

The dream that wasn’t a dream. 
How to get out 


Of the dream that wasn’t a dream? 
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Place 

No Place 
Wrong place 
No wrong place 


No place. 


No world, 


No place. 


How can the world appear without place? 


Something, 
Not something. 
Nothing, 


Not nothing. 


What is? 


What is “is”? 


The past becomes a zero 
In the light of the present, 
Dissolving into zero 
Without zero. 

Illusory cause becomes 


Illusory result. 
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False conclusion, 
False solution. 


Blow out the light, 


Enlightenment means extinction. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


The dream becomes real, 
When you begin to believe it 
But it doesn’t thereby 

Stop being a dream. 


No way out, 


Seeking Followed by more seeking, 


But what cannot be got out of 


Cannot be got into either. 


No way out, 
No way in. 
Only dreaming. 


Only believing. 


Way, 


711 


No Way. 


What is the cause of causes 
When here is as good as anywhere, 
When there is no start or Finish, 


When there is neither activity nor rest? 


In the All| do not ever know that | am. 


Can you be aware of your own extinction? 


No enlightenment, 


No delusion. 


Who can add wetness 


To the sea? 


Why is this true? 


Beware the deception of words! 
Life is like noise 

Without meaning. 

Sound is like 


Meaning without noise. 


Do you understand? 
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What does it matter? 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


Many bodies, 

Or one body? 
Without noticing, 
Or noticer, 


The All. 


Affirmation, 
Negation. 
Enlightenment, 


Not Enlightenment. 


Point of view, 
Not point of view. 
Do you understand? 


What does it matter? 


Consciousness is Nothing, 


Nothing is consciousness, 
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And neither are. 


What is realisation? 


No beings, 
No duality, 
No non-duality, 
No selves, 
No things. 


The bubble bursts. 


Teachers teach the light 

But do not know 

That what they teach as light 

Is not light. 

No location, 

No space, 

No time, 

No Form. 

What is light if what you teach is the bubble? 


Not light. 


Sentient beings with 
A point of view. 
Beings who have 


A space-time location. 
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This makes manifest. 


The All cannot be manifest. 


No point of view. 
No life. 

No death. 

No existence 


Or non-existence. 


Life being unborn 


As if it never was. 


No change, 
No growth, 
No decay. 
No hope, 


No organisation. 


A hazy mist of imaginings. 


The mist dissolves. 


Making sense is the way 
To appearance and the 
Imagining “As if”. 

But what without 


Making sense? 
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Once more, 

A cool mist. 

No body, 

No point of view. 


A cool mist. 


The wave and the current 
Are in the sea 

Before you can 

See them. 

The granite contains 

The statue 

Before 


It appears. 


Extinction is 

Waking up 

And the rock 

Remains untouched. 

What is the wetness of water? 
What is a sense of place? 

What is the appearance of stasis? 


A mirage you can’t replace. 


Perception is a thorn. 
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Remove it before its 


Wound infects you. 


The mirage vanishes. 


No mind, 


No enlightenment. 


What is before 
The birth of 
Mother and 


Father? 


A solid circle, 
Never filled. 
Without zero, 
Never filled. 
No infinity, 
No zero. 


No such thing as Filled. 


In the bubble 
Allis equal 
Although it appears otherwise. 


So what? 


Who can say equal or unequal? 


OF what importance is saying? 


Journey 
On the path, 
Walking in the Way, 


Could you take a trip 


Without Fear of missing the return trip? 


No return trip. 


Its done. 


The illusion of present 
Disappears 


Becoming past... 


Past, though, 

Is not present 

And neither is it past 

For past is always experienced 


In the present. 


No connection 
Which creates the self 


In networks 
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Of time. 


What stories will be made up now? 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


No time, 


No self. 


“The monkey grabs 


At the reflection in the moon.” 


The sound appears, 
Meaning without noise. 
The light, 

Reveals the bubble 
And you say, 

“| see!” 

The mind perceives... 


Its own reflection. 


The bubble bursts, 


No light, 
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No sound. 


Same, 


Without same. 


Beware 


The delusional light of awareness! 


Within the bubble 
There is relationship 
Yet what has 
Anything to do with 


Anything else? 


Experiences are 

Relations 

Which lead 

From experience to experience 


Eternally. 


This is a bubble seduction. 


Expect nothing From experiences. 


Perceptions, 


Fictions, 
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Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


No relations. 

No relationships. 
No reference point. 
The seduction of 


The bubble. 


A Finger. 

A hand. 

A Face. 

Without location, 


Without space. 


There’s no point of view 


From no point of view. 


Perceiving, 
Deceiving, 
Illusion, 


Delusion. 


A stick burns, 


Stick, body, 
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Fire, consciousness. 

When the stick burns 
Where does the smoke go? 
The answer is everywhere 


And nowhere. 


Without a point of view, 
Without a point to view. 
Who knows anything of this? 


Without a point of view, 


Without a point to view From? 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


With nowhere to see from 
What is there to see? 

With nowhere to know from 
What is there to know? 
Without a position, 

Or Fixed point of view? 

Who sees, 


Sees what? 
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Not knowing. 


No inside, 

No outside. 

No ground? 

Unseen but hard not to 
Imagine the illusioned 
Existence, 

Hard to stop 


The dream. 


Without space 

And time 

What is being perceived? 
What can be taught? 


What can be said? 


Everything ano, 
Not, 

Nothing, 

Without. 

Not applicable. 
The dream illusion, 
No dream illusion. 


The root is without. 
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Before emptiness and form, 


No thing [nothing], 


Before nature, 


No thing [nothing]. 


Before experience and knowing? 


No thing [nothing]. 


That which comes and goes 

Is an illusion. 

That which perceives and is perceived, 
The same. 

That which explains and understands, 


Illusion. 


Treasure hunts are fictions 
Even if they are entertaining 
And fools gold has no value 
Even if one of the words is gold. 
Awareness resides in 
Unawareness, 


An actionless action. 


Not applicable, no, without. 
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That which cannot be negated. 


Not this. 


No such thing as. 


The point of view which 
Confuses 
And hides that which 


Never was. 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


A you which 
Recognises you are 
Not you 

Hiding that which 


Never was. 


Actions in pursuit of reward, 
A vicious cycle. 

Realisation cannot 

Be earned. 


It cannot be 
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Had, 
Possessed, 
Or experienced. 


Enlightenment means Extinction. 


Exact all your effort 

To learn: 

Effort gets you 

Nowhere! 

You come from 
Consciousness. 
Consciousness does not come 


From you! 


Before you leave, 
Turn off the light! 


Enlightenment means extinction! 


Without a soul to know it, 
What is? 

What isn’t? 

A perceiver, 

And a body appears. 

A perceiver, 


And an atom appears. 
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A perceiver, 


And science appears. 


Can you “see” without considering? 
Can you mean without words? 


Do problems appear by themselves? 


Am 
Will be. 


The assumptions never end. 


Teach me a word that has never existed. 


Exist without existing. 


No such thing as zero. 


Please do not Fall into the trap of words. 


54/ So: where to go if your anarchism is not to be conceived of as somewhere 


articulated within the broadly socialist, political matrix which anarchism has been 


conceived of as being within in the last 200 years [sometimes with an inability to 
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see it as anything else]? Perhaps to that expressed within the words, thoughts and 
ideas of the Zhuangzi, a Chinese text that may have some connection to the 4th 
century BCE figure of the same name who, if not the writer of the whole book, is at 
least its inspiration. What Follows are selections of the book for readers to 


ponder... 


55/ Postscript 1. Not conceiving of one’s anarchistic instincts as “political” in a 
context of 200 years of socialist libertarian anarchism does not, however, mean 
that one does not have, or is not allowed to have, political thoughts or opinions. 
Too often, in Fact, | Find myself drawn into the modern political pantomime of lies, 
bad actors, deception, and all the rest that is often perpetrated - quite openly - by 
people simply in it for themselves. The simple Fact of the matter, however, is that 
civilisation does now exist and has for a millennium or three. One of the issues for 
an anarchist born since its rise is how one is going to deal with that and with the 
fact that anarchism only becomes necessary because civilisation and its politics 
exist. There are those who want to aggressively confront it and there are equally 
those who, | think in error, want to take part in it. It becomes a question of how 
much one becomes entangled in these things and how one stays true to one’s 
anarchist instincts, thoughts and impulses. To engage or not to engage? IF one is in 


the world it is hard not to have thoughts or ideas about how it is going. 


56/ Postscript 2. In 2009 the writer, anarchist and occultist, Alan Moore, said the 


Following: 
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“| believe that all other political states are in Fact variations or outgrowths of a 
basic state of anarchy; after all, when you mention the idea of anarchy to most 
people they will tell you what a bad idea it is because the biggest gang would just 
take over. Which is pretty much how | see contemporary society. We live in a badly 
developed anarchist situation in which the biggest gang has taken over and have 
declared that it is not an anarchist situation — that it is a capitalist or a communist 
situation. But | tend to think that anarchy is the most natural form of politics For a 


human being to actually practice.” 


This idea of Moore’s set me thinking. Traditional political thinking will tell you that 
a capitalist, consumerist or, alternatively, state communist state, or even simply a 
state, is not and cannot be “anarchist”. Government by a government is not 
anarchy because governments have power, which they inevitably exercise, and 
they make laws, impose various forms of order and prohibit certain activities or 
even certain forms of existence. But what Moore says above actually questions 
that notion. Yes, we may ourselves live in a state of some kind with a government. 
Certain ways of operation and prevalent ideas may be apparent. But have these 
states, thoughts and governments actually remade the way of the world or have 
they, instead, simply imposed their own fictions upon it? Put it like this: if no 
human beings existed, and perhaps had never existed, the world would be a 
certain way, in a state of anarchy that is not anarchy because it is just the way 
things are if they go about their business. Now, introduce the human beings back 
into this world. Is the world now changed - or is it now that there are human beings 
knocking around who have the ability to imagine it is something else, whatever 


they want it to be, and they can rhetorically reinforce this Fiction in the minds of 
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others? IF you are told an idea is true you might well come to accept the idea. 
Assuming the idea has enough realism about it that your daily experience of life 
doesn’t immediately show it to be a stupid, unsupportable idea, you might have 
little daily resistance to believing it. But that doesn’t make it the way of the world; 
that simply means such understandings are not contradicted by your daily 
experience of the world. It is conceivable that you might spend your whole life 
accepting something as true but it could nonetheless be false. Moore’s idea is 
essentially this, that we have been told at various times and places various fictions 
about the contexts of our lives such that we come to accept them as true, given 
and actual: but, he goes on to say, all that is actually happening if you strip the 
Fiction away again is exactly what was happening before: this world is just going 
about its business as it can. In effect, Moore is saying, to use the metaphor with 
which | started out in this book, that we have all been induced to dream dreams. Or 
perhaps dreaming is actually us operating as we should, imposing our fictional 
frameworks on that which we regard as reality. Thinking the world is a certain way, 
we accept it and act as if itis. But the point, the very pertinent point, is that we are 
not Forced either to believe or to accept that it is these things. We can choose to 
ignore such understandings and live another way. This will most likely not be 
without consequences - other people with other beliefs exist - but it is certainly 
possible. The human-constructed world is built by human beings who have certain 
beliefs and the power they have to put those fictions into practice. The world is 
neither capitalist nor communist - which is simply two of these fictions - but it is, as 
Moore seems to suggest, still anarchist in the sense of simply going about its 
business as it can. All the rest is Fiction on top through which you must filter your 


experience of life, colouring said experience, and the beliefs you hold about the 
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world which it helps create, as you do. At least, if you accept this particular 
interpretation it is. Perhaps it comes down to this when the dreamer dreams their 
dream: the best way to get someone to live as you want them to live is to get them 
to believe the things you want them to believe. And, most probably, having done 
that, they will then behave as you want them to behave entirely of their own 
volition For they have now internalised the requisite beliefs and regard them as 


their own... And now back to the scheduled programming in the book of Zhuangzi 


57/ The relativity of knowledge. A cicada taught a dove, saying, “I try with great 
effort to Fly up into a tree but its so difficult and gravity Fights against me so what 


chance do you have of flying high into the sky and travelling miles and miles away?” 


IF you go into the woods for the day you only need a packed lunch. But what if you 


are travelling 100 miles or 1000? 


The great and the small require different understandings. Think of something that 
lives less than a day: what does it know of day and night? What does something 
which lives only a few days or maybe a week know of seasons? Is that which only 


experiences summer capable of understanding winter? 


58/ The perfect person has no self. 


The spiritual person has no merit. 


The holy person has no fame. 
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59/ Hui Tzu spoke to Zhuangzi telling him that he had a big tree full of knots and 
twisted branches which no carpenter would work on even though it is beside the 
road. It is useless. Then he told Zhuangzi that he used big useless words like this 


tree and that everyone ignored them. 


Zhuangzi thought For a moment then asked Hui Tzu if he knew of the wildcat or 
weasel which spring everywhere, east and west, high and low, but nevertheless 
end up getting caught in a trap or a net. Then he asked him to consider the yak 
which is huge... but it cannot use its size to catch rats. Then he asked Hui Tzu why 
he didn’t plant the big, useless tree in the middle of nowhere so that he might 
wander one day and lay down under its shade. If it is so useless then surely no one 


would ever cut it down. The use of the useless. 


60/ Our words are not just hot air. Words work because they say something, but 
the problem is that, if we cannot define a word's meaning, it doesn't really say 
anything. Is it possible that there really is something here? Or does it really mean 
nothing? is it possible to make a proper case for it being any different from the 
chirruping of chicks? How is it that we have the Way so obscured that we have to 
distinguish between true and false? What has clouded our words so that we can 
have both what is and what is not? How can it be that the Way goes off and is no 
longer? How can it be that words are found but are not understood? When the 
Way is obscured by pettiness and the words are obscured by elaboration, then we 
end up having the “this is, this is not” of the Confucians and the Mohists, with what 
one of them calls reality being denied by the other. And what the other calls real 


disputed by the First. IF we want to confound what they call right and confirm what 
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they call wrong, we need to shed light on both of them. 


61/ Nothing exists which is not “that”, nothing exists which is not “this”. | cannot 
look at something through someone else's eyes, | can only truly know something 
which | know. Therefore “that” comes out of “this” and “this” arises from “that”. 


That is why we say that “that” and “this” are born From each other. 


62/ Compare birth with death, compare death with life; compare what is possible 
with what is not possible and compare what is not possible with what is possible; 


because there is, there is not, and because there is not, there is. 


63/ What is, is, what is not, is not. 

The way is made because we walk it, 

things become what they are called. 

Why is this so? Surely because this is so. 
Why is this not so? Surely because this is not so. 
Everything has what is innate, 

everything has what is necessary. 

Nothing is not something, nothing is not so. 
Therefore, take a stalk of wheat and a pillar, 
a leper or a beauty, 

the great and the insecure, 

the cunning and the odd: 

all these are like to the Way. 


In their difference is their completeness; 


733 


and their completeness is their difference. 


64/ Through the Way they are all seen as one, regardless of their completeness or 
difference, by those who are capable of such extended vision. Such a person has no 
need for distinctions but follows the ordinary view. The ordinary view is firmly set 
on the ground of usefulness. The usefulness of something defines its use; the use 
is its Flexibility; its Flexibility is its essence and From this it comes to a stop. We stop 


but do not know why we stop, and this is called the Way. 


65/ A monkey trainer was giving out acorns and he said, “In the morning | will give 
you three acorns and in the evening you will get four.” The monkeys were very 
upset at this and so he said, “Alright, come up in the morning you will get four and 
in the evening, three.” This pleased the monkeys no end. His two statements were 
essentially the same, but got different reactions from the monkeys. He gained 
what he wanted by his skill. So it is with the sage, who manages to harmonise right 


and wrong and is content to abide by the Natural Equality of Heaven. 


66/ By the light shining out of chaos, the sage is guided; not making use of 


distinctions but led on by the light. 


67/ There is the beginning; there is not as yet any beginning of the beginning; 
there is not as yet beginning not to be a beginning of the beginning. There is what 
is, and there is what is not, and it is not easy to say whether what is not, is not; or 


whether whatis, is. 
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68/ Heaven and Earth and | were born at the same time, and all life and | are one. 


69/ Don't even start, let's just stay put. 


70/ How can | know that what | say | know it's not actually what | don't know? 
Likewise, how can | know that what | think | don't know is not really what | do 


know? 


71/ IF someone sleeps in a damp place, he will ache all over and he will be half 
paralysed, but is it the same for an eel? IF someone climbs a tree, he will be 
Frightened and shaking, but is it so for a monkey? Out of these three, which is 
wisest about where to live? Humans eat meat, deer consume grass, centipedes 
devour snakes and owls and crows enjoy mice. Of these four, which has the best 
taste? Monkeys mate with each other and deer go with deer. People say some 
women are the most beautiful women in the world but Fish seeing them will swim 
away from them, birds seeing them will Fly off into the air and deer will run away. 
OF these, who really knows true beauty? As | see it, benevolence and 
righteousness, also the ways of right and wrong, are completely interwoven. | do 


not think | can know the difference between them! 


72/ The perfect human being is pure spirit. They do not feel the heat of the 
burning deserts nor the cold of the vast waters. They are not frightened by the 
lightning which can split open mountains, nor by the storms that can whip up the 
seas. Such a person rides the clouds and mounts on the sun and moon and wanders 


across and beyond the four seas. Neither death nor life concern them, nor are they 
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interested in what is good or bad! 


73/ How can the wise one sit beside the sun and the moon and embrace the 
universe? Because she brings all things together in harmony, she rejects difference 
and confusion and ignores status and power. While ordinary people rush busily 
around, the sage seems stupid and ignorant, but to her all life is one and united. All 


life is simply what it is and all appear to her to be doing what they rightly should. 


74/ Come the morning, those who dream of the drunken feast may weep and 
moan; when the morning comes, those who dream of weeping and moaning go 
hunting in the Fields. When they dream, they don't know it is a dream. Indeed, in 
their dreams they may think they are interpreting dreams, only when they wake up 
do they know it was a dream. Eventually there comes the day of reckoning and 
awakening, and then we shall know it was all a great dream. Only Fools think they 
are now awake and that they really know what is going on, playing the prince and 
then playing the servant. What fools! The Master and you are both living in a 
dream. When | say a dream, | am also dreaming. This very saying is a deception. If 
after 10,000 years we could once meet a truly great sage, one who understands, it 


would seem as if it had only been a morning. 


75/ To wait for one voice to bring it all together is as pointless as waiting For no 
one. Bring all things together under the Equality of Heaven, allow their process of 
change to go on unimpeded, and learn to grow old. What do | mean by bringing 
everything together under the Equality of Heaven? With regard to what is right 


and wrong, | say not being is being and being is not being. But let us not get caught 
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up in discussing this. Forget about life, forget about worrying about right and 


wrong. Plunge into the unknown and the endless until you Find your place there! 


76/ The Outline said to the Shadow, “First you are on the move, then you are 
standing still; you sit down and then you stand up. Why can't you make up your 
mind?” Shadow replied, “Do | have to look like something else to be what | am? 
Does this something else itself have to rely on yet another something? Do | have to 
depend upon the scales of a snake or the wings of a cicada? How can | tell how 


things are? How can | tell how things are not? 


77/ Once upon a time Zhuangzi dreamt that he was a butterfly flitting around and 
enjoying himself. He had no idea he was Zhuangzi. Then suddenly he woke up and 
he was Zhuangzi again. But he could not tell: had he been Zhuangzi dreaming he 
was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was now Zhuangzi? However, there 
must be some sort of difference between Zhuangzi and the butterfly! We call this 


the transformation of things. 


78/ Our life has a boundary but there is no boundary to knowledge. To use what 
has a boundary to pursue what is limitless is dangerous; with this knowledge, if we 
still go after knowledge, we will run into trouble. Do not do what is good in order 
to gain praise. IF you do what is bad be sure to avoid the punishment. Follow the 
Middle Course, For this is the way to keep yourself together, to sustain your life, to 


care for your parents and to live For many years. 


79/1 ignore my sense and Follow my spirit. 
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80/ When someone is born it is because they are due to be born. When they die, it 
is entirely natural. IF you are prepared to accept this and Flow with it, then sorrow 


and joy cannot touch you. 


81/ Everyone knows the usefulness of the useful but no one knows the usefulness 


of the useless! 


82/ All life is one. 


83/ A person without feet has little love For shoes. 


84/ IF virtue is Foremost, the physical body is ignored. When people do not ignore 
what they should ignore, but ignore what they should not ignore, this is known as 
true ignorance. The sage sees their role as that of a wanderer, sees knowledge as a 
curse, convention as a glue, virtue as just a means, and effort as common trade. 
The sage has no great plans, so what use have they for knowledge? They make no 
divisions, so what use have they for glue? They have no problems, so what use have 
they For virtue? They have no career, so what need have they for common trade? 
These four, they are the nourishment of Heaven. Fed by Heaven, they are 
nourished by Heaven. As they love being nourished by Heaven, they have no need 
of humanity! They have the form of a human being but not the emotions of a 
human being. Because they have the form of a human being, they can be amongst 
human beings, but not having the emotions of a human being they do not have to 
Follow the ways of right and wrong. Inconsequential and small, they stay among 


human beings! Substantial and large, they are at one with Heaven! 
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85/ When | say a human being has no emotions what | mean by this is someone who 
does not allow either the good or the bad to have any effect upon them. They let 


all things be and allow life to continue in its own way. 


86/ The true human being. What is a true human being? The true human being of 
old did not Fight against poverty, nor did they look for Fulfillment through riches - 
for they had no great plans. Therefore, they never regretted any failure, nor 
exulted in success. They could scale the heights without fear, plumb the depths 
without difficulties and go through fire without pain. This is the kind of person 
whose understanding has lifted them up towards the Way. The true human being 
breathes from their feet up, ordinary people just breathe From their throat. The 
true human being of old did not hold onto life, nor did they fear death. They 
arrived without expectation and left without resistance. They went calmly, they 
came calmly, and that was that. They did not set out to forget their origin, nor 
were they interested in what would become of them. They loved to receive 
anything but also forgot what they had received and gave it away. They did not 
give precedence to the heart but to the Way, nor did they prefer the ways of 


humanity to those of Heaven. This is what is known as a true human being. 


87/ Viewing knowledge as being that which is appropriate, follow the natural 


course of events; viewing virtue as that which is proper, act spontaneously. 


88/ The cosmos gives us the burden of a physical form, makes life a struggle, gives 


us rest in old age and peace in death. What makes life good, therefore, also makes 


death good. 
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89/ The sage goes where nothing escapes them, and rests contented there with 
them. They take pleasure in an early death, in old age, in the origin and in the end 


and see them all as equally good: they should be an example to others. 


90/ The great Way has both reality and expression, but it does nothing and has no 
Form. 

It can be passed on, but not received. 

It can be obtained, but not seen. 

It is rooted in its own self, existing before Heaven and Earth were born, indeed For 
eternity. 

It gives divinity to the spirit and to the gods. 


It brought to life Heaven and Earth. 


91/ You might think that teaching the Way to a person of genius would be easy. 
But no! One such was taught for three days and they were able to ignore worldly 
matters. Having dispensed with such things, they were taught for seven more days 
so that they were then able to ignore all external matters. Having, thus, disposed 
of all external matters, they were taught for nine days whereupon they Found their 
own being irrelevant. Having Found their own self irrelevant, they saw with true 
clarity. Having seen with true clarity, they could see by the One. Seeing by the One, 
they could ignore both past and present. Having ignored both past and present, 
they were able to enter where there is neither death nor life. Life is not death and 
the coming to birth is not life. They could follow anything, they could receive 
anything. To them, all was being destroyed, all was being built. This is known as 


Tranquillity in Struggle. Tranquillity in Struggle means perfection. 
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92/ Anyone who can conceive of nothingness as their head, life as their back, and 
death as their tail and who knows that death and birth, being and no-being, are one 


and the same - one like this shall be our Friend. 


93/ Those who go quietly with the Flow of nature are not worried by either joy or 
sorrow. People like these were considered in the past as having achieved freedom 


From bondage. Those who cannot free themselves are constrained by things. 


94/ When a mother and Father tell a child to go somewhere, be that east, west, 
south or north, the child obeys. Yin and yang are the mother and father of 
humanity. They have brought me close to death and if | disobey this would be just 
perversity. My death is not their problem! The cosmos gives me form, brings me to 


birth, guides me into old age and settles me in death. 


95/ Fish enjoy water, humans enjoy the Way. Enjoying water, the fish stick to the 
pond and find all they need to survive there. Enjoying the Way, people do nothing 


and their lives are Fulfilled. 


96/ A human being alone is only alone when compared to others, but they are 


alongside Heaven. 


97/ |F you have had the practices of human beings branded upon you, how can you 


now expect to be helped to meander alone in freedom and aimlessness, enjoying 


things as they happen in the process of change? 
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98/ Let Your heart journey in simplicity. 

Be one with that which is beyond definition. 
Let things be what they are. 

Have no personal views. 


This is how everything under heaven is ruled. 


99/ In the great Void, all is equal. 


100/ Do not hanker for fame. 

Do not make plans. 

Do not try to do things. 

Do not try to master knowledge. 

Hold what is but do not hold it to be anything. 

Work with all that comes from Heaven, but do not seek to hold it. 


Just be empty. 


The perfect human's heart is like a mirror. 
It does not search after things. 

It does not look for things. 

It does not seek knowledge, just responds. 


As aresult, such a one can handle everything and is not harmed by anything. 


101/ Everything has its own circumstances. Everything is made as it is by the ways 


of nature, without understanding why or how. Everything achieves what is 


intended, but does not understand why or how. 
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102/ In a time of perfect virtue, people live side by side with the birds and beasts, 
sharing the world in common with all life. No one knows of distinctions such as 
nobility or peasantry! Totally without wisdom but with a virtue that does not 
disappear, totally without desire, they are then genuinely simple. IF people are 


truly simple then they can Follow their authentic nature. 


103/ The crime of the craftsman is to use the elements of the world to make 
artefacts. The error of the sage is taking the Way and Virtue to make them into 


benevolence and righteousness. 


104/ Create weights and measures to judge by and people will steal by weights and 
measures; create balances and weights and people will steal by balances and 
weights: create contracts and legal agreements to inspire trust and people will 
steal by contracts and legal agreements; create benevolence and righteousness to 
ensure honesty and even in this benevolence and righteousness will teach them to 


steal. 


105/ The sage is a means of control so the world should not see him clearly. Thus, if 
sages and wisdom are abandoned, great robbers would cease; destroy the jade and 
shatter the pearls, then petty thieves will not appear; burn the accounts and rip up 
the contracts, and people will return to simplicity; break up the weights and 
measures and the people will no longer argue; obliterate the laws of the world the 


sages have made, then the people can begin to be reasoned with. 
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106/ Knowledge and confusion. Everything under Heaven is in a state of distress, 
all because of the pursuit of knowledge. Everything in the world knows how to 
seek for knowledge that they do not have, but do not know how to Find what they 
already know. Everything in the world knows how to condemn what they dislike, 
but does not know how to condemn what they have which is wrong. This is what 
causes such immense confusion. It is as if the brightness of the sun and the moon 
had been eclipsed above, while down below the hills and streams have lost their 
power, as though the natural flow of the four seasons has been broken. There is no 
humble insect, not even any plant, that has not lost its innate nature. This is the 


consequence for the world of seeking after knowledge. 


107/ What is it that has caused confusion for everything under Heaven? It is that 
good and honest people are ignored while spineless flatterers are advanced. It is 
that the quiet and calm of actionless action is cast aside and pleasure is taken in 


argument. 


108/ The preceding fifty one notes lay out thought from the first ten of thirty 
three chapters of the book of Zhuangzi. We are, of course, there moving in a 
completely different world to that of the last 200 years of socialistically 
understood, politicised anarchism. What is said in those notes is not of direct 
relevance to Proudhon or Stirner, Kropotkin or Bakunin, and how they think of 
anarchism. And yet | see it as more Fundamentally anarchist than anything any of 
those socially concerned and politically involved writers, thinkers and activists ever 
said. This is because this material is about the anarchism of everything, not just 


politics or the political situation, and so about the anarchism at the heart of each 
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individual because it is about the anarchism at the heart of existence itself. Ever 
since | have come to be thinking about anarchism | have noticed that both those 
who call themselves anarchists and those who don’t, but who might potentially be 
asked what anarchism is, conceive of it almost completely and to a man in the 
political way. They think of it as a perhaps extreme or most thorough-going form 
of socialist politics in which, somehow, current hegemonies are smashed [violence 
is often imagined on both sides in thinking about such anarchism] and, depending 
on whether you are in Favour of it or not, the biggest gang are then left in charge 
or people are Freed From the power that formerly controlled them to live their own 


Freely chosen lives. 


109/ There are lots of things wrong with this conception of anarchism and the main 
one in my eyes is that anarchism is conceived of as merely political. And it is merely 
political for anarchism itself, and a state of anarchy, is simply so much more than 


this. 


110/ The light regarding this begins to dawn on us if we dwell, once more, on the 
statement Alan Moore made in 2009: “I believe that all other political states are in 
fact variations or outgrowths of a basic state of anarchy; after all, when you 
mention the idea of anarchy to most people they will tell you what a bad idea it is 
because the biggest gang would just take over. Which is pretty much how | see 
contemporary society.” Now that “basic state of anarchy”, to which Moore refers, is 
not simply a political state of anarchy; it is, for want of a better term, an 
ontological state of anarchy. Moore, as | interpret him, is saying that the state of 


being, of existence, is an anarchistic state. We live and move and have our being in 
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anarchy. So, from this point of view, we do not need to create anarchistic political 
states because, quite simply, that is already the state of nature. And it has never 
changed because it never could change. From this perspective, whether you call 
the political system in your country capitalist or communist, it is, either way, simply 
a fiction imposed upon the anarchistic state of nature from that very anarchy. 
Surprise! The anarchy never went away and will never need to be brought back 
because, in its current iteration, in its very operation, this is what anarchy looks like 
right now. As Moore puts it, if anarchy is “the rule of the biggest gang”, and if what 
we now see is the biggest gang in charge, just as many people seem to expect from 
anarchy, well then we have a match. Human political actions don’t change or 
remove the anarchy of the world - they constitute it! It is what they are made of. 
They are anarchy in operation. What we then take issue with is not if the world is 
capitalist or anarchist or communist or anarchist, but with the operations of, and 
the distribution of, power within the world. The world is and remains anarchic; it 
can be no other. The issue political anarchists and others are more properly 
concerned with is “Who has the power?” which is a political and ideological 
question regarding which fiction we see the word through the eyes of, which 
dream we want people to dream. IF we were awake, however, we would find the 
anarchy that is existence, an anarchy that never went away. It still is, and always 


was, there. 


111/ Things like the book of Zhuangzi should be helping us to understand this 
point that we only live in a Fiction of capitalism or communism that has been set as 
a lens in Front of our eyes to make a more anarchistic state of existence seem like 


something else, something much like a dream it wants us to start taking For reality 
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and so thinking and acting in accordance with. For what is the picture of the world 
this book is setting out? It is saying that human intentions and deliberations can 
only make things worse, that the way of all things is without care or concern, an 
“actionless action”. It describes the Way, its understanding of the path of 
existence, as simply going about its business. As | read it, it does not imagine that 
this can be either stopped or changed. It only seems to suggest that we will be 
Frustrated if we ignore it or attempt to act against its nature. And, surely, it is not 
hard to show how the egotistical imaginings of human beings often result in [often 
self-inflicted] pain, misery and disaster. But the key point here is this: existence is 
anarchy. This never stops because existence never stops going on its way. Things 


can only be what they are. The Way progresses as what it is. 


112/ Looked at like this, thinking of anarchism as a kind of politics is to severely 
limit its remit to the point of a total misunderstanding of it. In Fact, this is not 
anarchism at all but merely a political anarchism. Like capitalism and communism, 
this is simply another lens through which to view the native anarchy of reality and 
actuality. This, | think, is why I’ve never really been attracted to it and why | have 
next to no interest in it. What is a politically anarchist lens through which to view 
the world, a Fiction of political anarchy in which to act out one’s life, when set 
against the native anarchy of all existence itself, the actionless action of all things, 
the what can happen that will happen? IF one wants to get to grips with one’s 
existence one needs to get the whole context, the context of everything, and not 
merely concern oneself with bits of it. Since life is, and always will be, more than 
politics, then life it is which is the thing to be contextualised and “understood”. It is 


my belief that Zhuangzi does this better than Kropotkin, that Diogenes does this 
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better than Bakunin. The former understand life as something other than a politics 
they largely ignore, the latter see life as politics. But if anarchism is to be 
understood as something that is about human being, and about how that being 
interacts and interfaces with all being, with existence itself, then it can never be 
reduced to politics. Indeed, it is no more to do with politics, in that case, than it is 
to do with any other sphere of human life. It is my view that the impetus to an 
anarchism that some politically anarchist human beings seek comes from that 
much more absolute understanding of anarchy in which it is suggested everything 
that is takes part. Why, indeed, be politically anarchist unless you are taking part in 
something more natural, more holistic and more in tune with reality when left to 
its own devices? Taoists call this the Way, Cynics thought of it as physis, the way of 
nature, but, whatever you call it, it is the wider context for an anarchism of any 
kind at all. All anarchisms are, in the end, rooted in the anarchism that is existence. 


IF not, they are just another dream, just one more fictive lens. 


113/ It is For this reason that whatever an anarchism of life is, and life understood 
in its widest possible sense, then that is what | am interested in when | think of 
anarchism. This may be understood spiritually if one is prepared to entertain 
metaphors of immateriality, or, at least, metaphors which extend beyond the 
material, as any person wise enough not to limit existence to a human being’s 
rather strict boundaries of experience might wish to. Life, | believe, is about much 
more than a masturbatory concern with oneself or one’s material conditions. 
Human beings, even life on Earth, are only a miniscule piece of the whole. Yet we 
are part of the whole; that is where we come from and that is where we are going. 


It is the anarchy of the whole that we partake in. Our vision, | say, our visions, need 
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to be much bigger than they often are when we talk about anarchism. There is 
more to anarchy than who is in control. Indeed, it is in getting to grips with anarchy 
as an all-encompassing context for existence that control, and power, will 


themselves be radically [re-]contextualised. Andso... 


114/ IF the nature of everything under Heaven is not distorted, if the world's Virtue 


is not despoiled, then what need is there to govern the world? 


115/ Destroy the sage, throw away wisdom, and the whole world will have great 


order. 


116/ The disruption of the ways of Heaven distresses the true being of things, 
halting the fulfillment of Heaven’s Mysteries. This causes the animals to disperse, 
the birds to sing throughout the night, misfortune to hit the crops and the woods, 
and disaster to blight the very insects themselves. Alas, all this is caused by the 


people's error of thinking they know how to rule! 


117/ Strengthen your heart. Remain sure in actionless action, and all things will 
transform themselves. Reject your body, throw out hearing and eyesight, forget 
that you are anyone, become one with the Vast and the Void. Loosen the heart, 
free the spirit, be calm as if without a soul. All living things return to their root, 
return to their root, not knowing why. Constantly in darkness, constantly in 
darkness, and throughout their physical existence they never depart from this. IF 
they tried to understand this, they would depart from this. Ask not for its name, 


seek not For its shape. So all life comes to birth through itself. 
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118/ The one who wants possessions wants to be seen as privileged, the one who 


has nothing is the real companion of Heaven and Earth. 


119/ It is said that in olden times those who ruled everything under Heaven 
wanted nothing and the world was fulfilled; they practised non-action and the 
whole of life was transformed; they were immensely deep in their stillness and the 


many families of the world were calm. 


120/ The action of non-action is called Heaven. 

The words of non-action are called Virtue. 

To love all humanity and to bring success to them is called benevolence. 
To unite that which is not united is called greatness. 

To go beyond barriers and boundaries is called open-handedness. 

To have a vast multitude of diverse things is wealth. 

To have and to hold Virtue is called guidance. 

To grow in maturity in Virtue is called stability. 

To be aligned with the Way is called completion. 


To refuse to allow anything external which distracts you is called perfection. 


The person who clearly perceives these 10 things will Further be magnanimous in 


their ventures and actions and will benefit all life. 


121/ Such a person will leave the gold in the mountains and the pearls to lie in the 


deep. They do not view money and goods as genuine profit, nor are they attracted 


by Fame and fortune, nor by enjoyment of long life, nor sadness at an early death; 
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they do not value wealth as a blessing, nor are they ashamed by poverty. They will 
not lust for the wealth of a generation to have as their own; they have no wish to 
rule the whole world as their private domain. Their honour is clarity of 
understanding that all life is part of one treasury and that death and birth are 


united. 


122/ Those who have heads and Feet but no heart and no ears are numerous. Those 
who have their bodies but value that which is without body or form are virtually 
unheard of! Life stops and starts, is born and and dies, grows and declines and 
there is nothing which can be done about this. People think the ruler of all this is 
humanity. Forget that, forget Heaven and be known as one of those who forget 


self. The person who forgets self can be known as the one who enters Heaven. 


123/ Those who hold to the Way are endowed with its Virtue. Being virtuous they 
are complete in body. Being complete in their bodies, they are complete in spirit. 
Being complete in spirit, as a result they are in the Way of the sages. They live in 
the world side by side with the people, travelling with them, but never knowing 
where they are going. Their simplicity is mind-boggling! The consider 
accomplishments, gain, machines, talents, to be inappropriate in the affections of 
the people. People like this do not go where they do not want to go nor do they do 
what their heart tells them not to do. Even if the whole world sings their praises 
and acclaims them, they will pay no attention at all; if the whole world blames 
them and accuses them of losing things, they are calm and unperturbed. Neither 
the praise nor the blame of the world gives them either gain or loss. Such a one as 


this is called a person of complete Virtue! 
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124/ The Virtuous one is still and without thought; when they move it is without 
design; they keep no tally of right and wrong, good or bad. Virtuous ones share 
their gain with all and from this they derive pleasure. They share what they have 
and are content. Mournful, they are like a child who has lost its mother; uncertain, 
they are like travellers who are lost. Though blessed with great wealth and 
comforts, they have no idea where it comes from; they have more than enough to 
eat and drink but have no idea where it comes from. This is the style of Virtuous 


ones. 


125/ There are Five ways in which the innate nature is lost. The first is when the five 
colours confuse the eye and deprive it of clarity of vision. The second is when the 
Five notes confuse the ear and deprive it of the ability to hear. The third is when 
the Five smells affect the nose and cause pains and distress to the forehead. The 
Fourth is when the five Flavours deaden the mouth and deprive the sense of taste 
of its ability to enjoy. The Fifth is when pleasures and dislikes unsettle the heart 


and make the innate nature unstable. These five bring troubles to life. 


126/ The sage’s heart is stilled! Heaven and Earth are reflected in it, the mirror of 


all life. Empty, still, calm, plain, quiet, silent, non-active, this is the centredness of 


Heaven and Earth and of the Way and of Virtue. 


127/ Empty, still, calm, plain, quiet, silent, actionless action is the Foundation of all 


life. 
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128/ IF you know the happiness of Heaven, then you know that life is From Heaven 
and death is the transformation of things. In their stillness they are yin and in their 


journeying they are yang. 


129/ Heaven produces nothing, 

yet all life is transformed; 

Earth does not support, 

Yet all life is sustained; 

the Emperor and the King take actionless action, 


yet the whole world is served. 


130/ This generation believes that the value of the Way is to be found in books. 
But books are nothing more than words, and words have value but only in terms of 
their meaning. Meaning is constantly seeking to express what cannot be said in 
words and thus passed on. This generation values words and puts them into books, 
yet what it values is perhaps mistaken, because what it values is not really all that 
valuable. So we look at things and see things, but it is only an outward form and 
colour, and what can be heard is just the name and sound. How sad that this 
generation imagines that the form, colour, name and sound are enough to capture 
the essence of something! The form, colour, name and sound are in no way 
sufficient to capture or convey the truth, which is why it is said that the 
knowledgeable do not speak and those who speak are not knowledgeable. But 


how can this generation understand this? 
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131/ Someone who believes wealth is the most important thing cannot give up 
their income; someone who seeks pre-eminence cannot give up the hunt for fame; 


those who love power cannot hand it over to others. 


132/ To achieve loftiness without the burden of bias; or Follow the ways of 
improvement without benevolence or righteousness; to rule successfully without 
achievement or Fame; who rest without rivers and oceans; long life without 
organisation; to lose everything and yet to have all; to drift calmly and endlessly, 
while all good things pay court to them: this is the way of Heaven and Earth, the 


Virtue of the sages. 


133/ The saying goes, “Calm, detachment, silence, quiet, emptiness and actionless 
action, these are what maintain Heaven and Earth, the Way and Virtue.” The saying 
goes, “The sage rests, truly rests, and is at ease.”. This manifests itself in their 
calmness and detachment, so that worries and distress cannot affect them, 
nothing unpleasant can disturb them, their Virtue is complete and their spirit is not 


stirred up. 


134/ The one who manifests simplicity and purity can genuinely be called the true 


human being. 


135/ When the Way was abandoned and good was substituted, when Virtue was 
put at risk for the sake of opportunity, then innate nature was abandoned and 
hearts were allowed to determine their own way. Heart linked with heart through 


knowledge, but they were unable to give the world peace. Pomp and ceremony 
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were added to this knowledge. This displaced simplicity and the heart was 
swamped, resulting in the people being confused and disobedient, with no way 


back to true innate nature nor to their origin. 


136/ The ancient ones, wishing to keep themselves alive, did not use elaborate 
style to express their knowledge. They did not disturb everything in the whole 
world through their knowledge, nor did they use knowledge to try and disrupt 
Virtue. Alone and hermit-like they stayed where they were and looked to restore 
their innate nature. What more could they do than this? The Way has no place for 
pettiness, and nor has Virtue. Pettiness is dangerous to Virtue; dangerous actions 
are dangerous to the Way. it is said, rectify yourself and be done. Happiness which 


is complete is called the Timeliness of Purpose. 


137/ \t is said, people who lose themselves in their desire For things also lose their 
innate nature by being vulgar. They are known as people who turn things upside 


down. 

138/ A frog in a well cannot discuss the ocean because it is limited by the size of 
the well. A summer insect cannot discuss ice because it knows only its own season. 
A narrow-minded scholar cannot discuss the Way because they are constrained by 


their own teaching. 


139/ Don't cling to your own ideas, For this is contrary to the greatness of the Way. 
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140/ As to what you should do and not do: just go with the process of change. 


141/ Oxen have four feet: this is what is called the Heavenly. When horses are 


harnessed and oxen have pierced noses, this is called the human way. 


142/ The one-legged creature is envious of the millipede; the millipede is envious 
of the snake; the snake is envious of the wind; the wind is envious of the eye; the 


eye is envious of the heart. 


143/ There is a saying: Heaven and Earth take actionless action yet nothing remains 


undone. 


144/ To feed a bird so it survives, let it live in the midst of the forest, gambol on 
the shores and inlets, Float on the rivers and lakes, devour mudfish and tiddlers, go 
with the Flock, either flying or resting, and be as it wishes. Birds dislike hearing 
human voices, never mind all the other noises and trouble! IF you try to make them 
happy by playing music in the area around their lakes, they will Fly away. IF the 
animals hear it, they will run away and hide, and if the Fish hear it they will dive 
down underwater to escape. Only people, if they hear it, will come together to 


listen. 


Fish can live in water quite contentedly, but if people try it they will die, For 
different beings need different contexts which are right and proper for them. This 
is why the ancient sages never expected just one response from the rest of the 


creatures nor tried to make them conform. Titles should not be overstretched in 
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trying to capture reality and ideas should only be applied when appropriate, For 


this is not only sensible, it will bring good Fortune. 


145/ All the multitudes of life arise From the mystery of beginning and return 


there. 


146/ The sage retreats to the serenity of Heaven, as a result nothing causes them 
harm. Even someone who is out for revenge does not break their opponent's 
sword. Nor does someone get cross with a tile that just fell on them, no matter 
how upset they are. Instead, we should recognise that everything under Heaven is 


united. 


147/ Reading the book of Zhuangzi we come to understand the anarchy of nature, 
the anarchy of the universe, the anarchy of existence. This is an anarchy of letting 
go and never an anarchy of control. For this reason it is unconcerned with polity, it 
is even anti-polity, for what does polity matter if everything exists within the 
anarchic void? Here a manufactured, political anarchy would be just as False as a 
manufactured capitalism or a manufactured politics of any kind because it would 
be just as manufactured. What Zhuangzi communicates to us is that anarchy 
already exists, it always existed; all we need to do is give ourselves up to it and 
Follow its course. This acts as a corrective to the notion that anarchy is a state we 
create by political action but, says Zhuangzi, that’s wrong: that would be just 
another dream. And we don’t need to dream. We don’t need to do anything 
because anarchy was never dependent on us and our self-important ways anyway. 


We were always in the midst of it and all we need to do is stop cherishing our own 
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opinions to step into its stream. Be like water! 


148/ Go with the currents and come out with the flow, never being concerned. 


149/ IF the heart journeys contentedly, knowledge can forget yes and no. Nothing 
changes from inside and nothing proceeds from outside if you respond to what 
occurs in a contented way. By starting with what is contented, not undergoing that 
which is disturbing, it is possible to know the contentment of forgetting what 


contentment even is. 


150/ Listen! Have you not heard how the perfect human being behaves? They 
Forget their insides and they disregard their eyes and ears. With no defined goal, 
they meander through the rubbish. What they are good at is doing nothing. Indeed, 


it is called being but not expecting any reward, bringing up but not controlling. 


151/ The Way moves all, but the perfect human being does not stand in its light, 
their Virtue moves all, but they do not seek fame. They are empty and plain and 
they seem crazy. Anonymous, abdicating power, they have no interest in work or 
fame. So they don't criticize others and they in turn are not criticized by them. The 


perfect human being is never heard so why would you want to be? 


152/ When the ties between people are based on profit, then, when troubles 


come, people part easily. When people are brought together by Heaven, then, 


when troubles come, they hold together. 
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153/ Zhuangzi, dressed in a worn patched gown made of course cloth and with 
shoes held together with string, went to visit the king. The king said, “Why are you 
in such a state?” Zhuangzi replied, “This is poverty but not distress. if a scholar has 
the Way and the Virtue but is unable to use them, that is distress. IF their clothes 


are worn and shoes held together with string, that is poverty but not distress. 


154/ A person was travelling and stopped for the night at an inn. The innkeeper 
had two daughters, one beautiful and the other ugly. The ugly one was given all 
consideration but the beautiful one was made to serve. The traveller asked why 
this was and a young person from the inn replied, “The beautiful one knows she is 
beautiful and so we don't think of her as beautiful. The ugly one realises she is ugly 
and therefore we don't think of her as ugly.” The traveller went back home and 
said to all those gathered together, “Remember this! IF you act rightly but 


unselfconsciously you will be universally loved! 


155/ The value of your self lies within and it is not affected by what happens 
externally. The constant transformation of all forms of life is like a beginning 
without end. What is there in this to disturb your heart? Those who comprehend 


the Way are Free From all this. 


156/ The Flowing of the stream does nothing, but it Follows its nature. The perfect 
human being does the same with regard to Virtue. They do nothing to cultivate it, 
but all is affected by its presence. They are like the height of Heaven, natural; or 
the solidity of the Earth, the brightness of the sun and moon: all natural. There is 


no need to cultivate this! 
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157/ Knowledge strolled north to the shores of the Dark Waters and climbed the 


mount of Secret Heights and came upon Words-of-Actionless-Action. Knowledge 


said to Words-of-Actionless-Action, “| want to ask you something. What sort of 


thought and reflection does it take to know the Way? In what sort of place and in 


what sort of ways should we undertake to rest in the Way? What sort of path and 


what sort of plans do we need to obtain the Way?” These three questions 


Knowledge asked Words-of-Actionless-Action but they did not answer. They not 


only did not answer, they had no idea what to answer. 


158/ Those who understand, do not say. 

Those who say, do not understand. 

And so the sage Follows the teaching without words. 
The Way cannot be made to occur, 

Virtue cannot be sought after. 

However, benevolence can be undertaken, 
Righteousness can be striven For, 

Rituals can be adhered to. 

it is said, “When the Way was lost, Virtual appeared; 
When Virtue was lost, benevolence appeared; 

When benevolence was lost, righteousness appeared; 


When righteousness was lost, ritual appeared. 


Rituals are just the Frills on the hem of the Way, and are signs of impending 


disorder. 
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159/ It is said that one who follows the Way daily does less and less. As they do 
less and less, they eventually arrive at actionless action. Having achieved actionless 


action, there is nothing which is not done. 


160/ Let me talk to you about life and death. Life Follows death and death is the 
Forerunner of life. Who can know their ways? Human life begins with the original 
breath; when it comes together there is life, when it is dispersed there is death. 
Death and life are this together so which should be termed bad? All the Forms of 
life are one yet some we regard as beautiful and others we call ugly. These may be 
known as the spiritual and the wonderful or as the diseased and the rotting. Yet 
the diseased and the rotting can become the spiritual and the wonderful and the 
spiritual and wonderful can become the diseased and rotting. It is said that all that 


is under Heaven is one breath: ponder these things! 


161/ When you know nothing then you are close to words of actionless action. 


162/ Heaven and Earth have great beauty but no words. 

The four seasons follow their regular path but do not debate it. 

All forms of life have their own distinct natures but do not discuss them. 

The sage looks at the beauties of Heaven and Earth and comprehends the principle 
behind all life. 

So the perfect human being does without doing and the great sage initiates 


nothing, For, as we say, they have glimpsed Heaven and Earth. 
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163/ A wise person was asked, “Is it possible to obtain the Way and have it as 
mine?” The wise person replied, “As you aren’t even in control of your own body, 
how could you hope to obtain and hold onto the Way? The questioner then said, 
“IF | don't control my own body, then who does?” The wise person replied, “Your 
shape is given you by Heaven and Earth. Life is not yours to have, it is the 
combining harmony of Heaven and Earth. Your innate nature and destiny are not 
yours to have, they are constructs given you by Heaven and Earth. You should walk, 
therefore, as if you don't know where you are going; remain where you are without 
knowing why; eat without knowing what you're tasting. All this arises From the 
yang breath of Heaven and Earth. How can it then be possible For you to obtain and 


hold anything? 


164/ You should not look for the Way in anything specific. There is nothing without 
it. The perfect way is like this - so it is called the Great. Complete, all-embracing, 
universal: three different words but with the same reality, all referring back to the 
One. Imagine that we were wandering in the place of No-Place. Harmony and unity 
would be our themes, never-ending, never failing! Join with me in actionless 
action! In simplicity and quietude! In disinterest and purity! In harmony and ease! 
My intentions are now aimless. | go nowhere and have no idea how | got there; | go 
and | come and | don't know why. | have been, | have gone. | have no idea when my 
journey is over. | wander and rest in limitless vastness. Great knowledge comes in 


and | have no idea where it will all end. 


165/ To talk of the Way is not to know the Way. 
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166/ Not to know is profound and to know is shallow. To be without knowledge is 


to be inward and to know it's to be outward. 


167/ Not to know is to know and to know is to not know. 


168/ The Way cannot be heard: what is heard is not the Way. The Way cannot be 
seen: what can be seen is not the Way. The Way cannot be spoken: what is spoken 
is not the Way. Do we know what form gives Form to the formless? The Way has no 


name. 


169/ To be questioned about the Way and to give an answer means that you don't 
know the Way. To ask about the Way means you have never understood anything 


about the Way. 


170/ To note the changes all around but not to change oneself is not to change. 


171/ Perfect speech is no speech; perfect action is no action. To know only what is 


known is a tragedy. 


172/ Do nothing; Know nothing; Think nothing; Care about nothing: what kind of 
philosophy is this? The philosophy of letting go: the philosophy of the Way. Is this 
not anarchy? Perhaps its too anarchic for your taste? Yet what kind of anarchy 
would it be that asked for permission and was careful to exist in accordance with 
your pre-programmed parameters? Anarchy never asked you for your opinion, the 


Way does not consult before going about its business, neither is it concerned with 


763 


where and how it goes. This is its compassion for in its lack of intention, and having 
no destination, it wishes no harm at all. Being unconcerned, it can provide 
everything that is needed. Not knowing, there can be no Fault. This is hard for a 
human being to grasp, concerned, as they are, with grasping. For the Way will not 
be grasped just as one cannot hold a river in one’s hands. Anarchy is not made, it is 


surrendered to in peace and confidence. 


173/ What profit can we show for all our toil, toiling under the sun? What are we? 
Shepherds of the wind! What a monumental misunderstanding! To will a dream 


because at least the dreamer is dreaming! 


174/ Imagine a universe. Imagine for a moment that the ideas “anarchy” and 
“harmony” are not in any way opposed. Imagine that the ideas “chaos” and “order” 
are not in any way opposed. Imagine that having no purpose, goal or direction is 
not opposed to the fact that some things that exist can have such things. 
Designate this “the natural way”. Now ask yourself what it means and if it tells you 
anything about yourself. Would it mean that there was a right and wrong? Would it 
mean there was a do and don't? In space, which way is up? Which way is left? Which 
way is right? IF an asteroid comes along and crashes into a planet, ruining the life 
chances there, is that a matter of concern? In such a universe, where time is 
measured in billions of years and life may come and go in the same place multiple 
times over, what is the significance of one life? In this universe, what is the 
significance of life at all? We might want to call it important - but why is it 
important in a place where no goal or purpose or direction is the ordered chaos or 


the chaotic order of things, where everything that happens, regardless of what it 
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is, creates its own, naturally evolving harmony, a harmony not to be distinguished 


From the purest, most natural of anarchies? 


175/ An ability is not a necessity; a “can” is not a “should”. This is the issue for the 
moralists of the Earth, the ones who tell us that morality exists [they are dreaming 
it so we can hardly blame them for thinking it seems real] and that there is an 
obligation upon us to obey it. Often, their rhetorical tactic is to argue that because 
we can distinguish between good and bad, right and wrong, then we should and, 
what's more, we should do it habitually. In Fact, so habitually should we do this 
that, in effect, it becomes a system, the condition of our existence. We have now 
actively moralised ourselves by such behaviour. But stop and think: why for a single 
second should it mean that because we can order ourselves then we should order 
ourselves, particularly when this kind of order is deliberately to be distinguished 
from chaos? Why should we imagine for a single second that because we can 
designate right and wrong that it thereby is right and wrong? Why are we 
imagining that the ways we designate and the things which find favour are the 
right things done in the right ways? What is this right? Have we not decided that 
because the human being can measure then the human being should measure and, 
what is more, that the human being’s measurements will be, in some sense, 
absolute laws of right and wrong whether they are or not? But there is a problem. 
IF there is any kind of building or manufacturing in a sea of anarchy then that 
building is a manufactured, imposed system of morality. But it is unnecessary and 
artificial. Anarchy is itself a morality and a morality all of it without intention, 
without purpose, without goal, without destination, without wanting to make 


people into certain things or to have them follow certain ways. The morality of 
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anarchy is the morality of water which flows over the ground, cutting its own 
channel where it may, rolling where it may, as nature dictates by actionless action, 
purposeless purpose and intentionless intention. Downward it goes, not caring 
how or where, towards the sea. This is the morality of anarchy, the morality of 
going where you can, however you can, overcoming whatever obstacles are in the 
way with a slow, unconcerned, patience, without purpose, without motive, without 
desire. The water that rolls From the top of the mountain heading towards the sea 
does not care over which ground it goes or in which direction it goes before it 
Finally arrives where it turns out it was going, a place it never set out to go to in 
the first place. It does not even know it was going anywhere. The morality of 
anarchy is exactly the same. It is innocent, naive, not-knowing. The morality of 
anarchy does not calculate right and wrong, it does not balance this against that or 


go this way and not that, for it does not calculate at all. 


176/ Inside and outside. Fame and humility. Someone who Focuses on the internal 
is not interested in Fame. Someone who focuses on the external is intent on 
gaining whatever they can. The one who does things which bring no glory shines 
brightly in all they do. One who looks to make gains at any cost is just a trader. 
They are just standing on tiptoe but they think they are above all others. Someone 
who struggles to succeed gets worn out while someone who doesn't really mind 


can't be possessed by such forces. 


177/ Here is a mystery: there is something which exists though it emerges From no 


roots, it returns through no opening. It exists but has no place; it survives yet has 


no beginning nor end. Though it emerges through no opening, something tells us it 


766 


is real. It is real but it has no permanent place: this tells us it is a dimension of 
space. It survives but has no beginning and no end: this tells us that it has 
dimensions of time. It is born, it dies, it emerges, it returns, though in its 
emergence and return there is no form to be seen. This heavenly gate is non- 
existence, and all forms of life emerge from non-existence. That which exists 
cannot cause things to exist. They all arise From non-existence. This is the hidden 


knowledge of the sages. 


178/ Perfect behaviour does not discriminate amongst people; 
Perfect righteousness takes no account of things; 

Perfect knowledge makes no plans; 

Perfect benevolence exhibits no emotion; 


Perfect Faith makes no oath of sincerity. 


179/ The way to anarchy. 
Suppress the whims of the will and untie mistakes of the heart. 


Expunge the knots of Virtue, unblock the Flow of the Way. 


Honours and wealth, 
distinctions and authority, 
fame and gain, 


these six are formed by the illusions of the will. 


Looks and style, 


beauty and reason, 
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thrill of life and memories, 


these six are the Faults of the heart. 


Hatred and desire, 
joy and anger, 
sadness and happiness, 


these six are the knots of Virtue. 


Rejection and acceptance, 
giving and taking, 
knowledge and ability, 


these six are the impediments to the free Flow of the Way. 


When these four sets of six no longer trouble the breast, 
then you will be centred. 

Being centred, you will be calm. 

Being calm, you will be enlightened. 

Being enlightened, you will be empty. 

Being empty, you will be in actionless action, 


but with actionless action nothing remains undone. 


180/ No matter how high you get, you should never consider yourself better. No 


matter how low you get, you should never consider yourself useless. 
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181/ In your grace you may plan to act benevolently and righteously, but the result 


is always the same hypocrisy! 


182/ The best thing to do is nothing, except develop true sincerity and be able to 


respond without difficulty to the true nature of Heaven and Earth. 


183/ The dog is not thought special just because it can bark, and no human being is 
thought special just because they can speak. Even less are they thought great. 
Anyone who thinks they are great is not to be counted as such nor as virtuous. 
Nothing is greater than Heaven and Earth, but they do not seek greatness. One 
who knows what it is to be great does not go looking For it, does not lose it nor 
reject it and neither do they change their opinions in order to be great. They turn 


inward and find what is without end. This is the sincerity of the great human being. 


184/ Allowing one person to determine what the world needs through their own 


powers it's like trying to comprehend everything in one moment. 


185/ The spiritual human being dislikes people crowding around them. If they insist 
on coming, they are argued with, and From this argument comes nothing of benefit 
to anyone. Therefore, such a person ensures they have no attachment to anything, 
and nothing From which they are separated. Holding Fast to virtue and dwelling in 
harmony, they Follow the world. This is what is known as the true human being. 
Such people leave knowledge for the ants, Follow the style of fish, and abandon 


the ideas of sheep. 
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186/ The true human being of the past waited upon Heaven when dealing with 


people and did not wait upon people when dealing with Heaven. 


187/ Heaven is in everything: if you Follow it, your understanding will be like not 
understanding and your wisdom will be like not being wise. By not being wise you 
will become wise later. When you ask questions, set no limits, even though they 
cannot be limitless. There is a reality: the same today as in the past. It does not 
change for nothing can affect it: its nature is changeless change. Could we not say 


this is one great harmony? 


188/ People respect what they understand as knowledge, but they do not 
understand what their knowledge doesn't understand - and so gain understanding. 
So isn’t this simply great confusion? Well well! There is no way out of that. This 


comes from saying definitely this, definitely that, doesn’t it? 


189/ Without discrimination. The heart of the Way is in lack of discrimination. The 
Forms of life are different, but the Way does not discriminate. Not discriminating, it 
is also actionless action. Life occurs, the four seasons begin and end, the 
generations follow one after another, species change and transform, good and bad 
Fortune occurs. It is like a great marshland with space for hundreds of kinds of 
trees. Or like a great mountain where the trees and grasses rest on the same 


ground. 


190/ Fish seem not to Fear nets, they only seem to fear pelicans. Rid yourself of 


petty knowledge and allow great wisdom to enlighten you. Rid yourself of 
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goodness, and goodness will naturally arise. When a child is born, it needs no great 


teacher; nevertheless it learns to talk as it lives with those who talk. 


191/ Only the perfect human being is able to be in the world and not become 
partisan, can follow others and not get lost. They do not absorb their teachings, 


they just listen and understand without any commitment. 


192/ Quietude and silence are healing For those who are ill; massage is beneficial 
to the old; peaceful contemplation can calm someone with distress. But these are 
only for the disturbed person. Someone who is at ease and is untroubled by these 
things is inhabited by peace and has no need for any of them. And so it is that the 
person in tune with the Way does not ask or enquire how things occur for they are 


inhabited by this peace, the untroubled peace of anarchy. 


193/ Words are used to express concepts, but once you have grasped the concepts, 
the words are forgotten. | would like to find someone who has forgotten the 


words so | could debate with such a person! 


194/ Words say nothing, so you can talk all your life and say nothing. In contrast, 


you can live your life without speaking and have said things of worth. 


195/ There is that which makes things acceptable and that which makes things 
unacceptable. There is that which makes things certain and that which makes 
things uncertain. How is this? Because it is. How is this not so? It is not so, because 


it is not so. How does this occur? Because it occurs. How does this not occur? It 
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does not occur, because it does not occur. 


196/ All Forms of life arise From the same base and in their diverse forms they 
succeed each other. They begin and end like an unbroken circle, and none can say 
why. This is the influence of Heaven. This influence of heaven is the harmony of 


Heaven. 


197/ The leaders of this generation are like those who throw away their lives in 
pursuit of material gain. Isn’t it pathetic! They are like a man who took a very highly 
prized pearl and shot at birds in the sky with it. The people laughed at it when they 
saw it. Why? Because they saw someone using something of great value to obtain 


something of little value. Now surely life is even more valuable than a pearl? 


198/ One who knows they are contented will not get mixed up in the pursuit of 


gain; one who truly understands what is good will not be worried by any loss; one 


who knows themselves inwardly will not be worried by the lack of external status. 


199/ Value life. if you value life then you will put profit into perspective. 


200/ Make no haste to become wealthy; take no risks for fame; you will lose the 


heavenly within. The Way does not wend its uninterested way looking For fame and 


wealth; and yet Fame and wealth are produced nevertheless. 


201/ “Peaceful contentment is happiness,” said Knowing Harmony. To wear out 


your mind and destroy your body in searching For these things - surely this is simply 
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a terrible delusion! 


202/ A parable. There was once a man who was frightened by his own shadow and 
scared of his own footprints, so he tried to escape them by running away. But 
every time he lifted his Foot and brought it down, he made more footprints, and no 
matter how fast he ran, his shadow never left him. Thinking he was running too 
slowly, he ran faster, never ceasing, until, Finally, he exhausted himself and 
collapsed and died. He had no idea that by simply sitting in the shade he would 
have lost his shadow, nor that by resting quietly he would cease making footprints. 


He really was a great Fool! 


203/ The wise human being models themselves on Heaven and does not kowtow 
to convention. The Fool does the opposite. They cannot take their model From 
Heaven and so they are swayed by the mundane. They simply do not know the 
value of truth, but are under the domination of ordinary people and so are 


affected by this common crowd and are never at peace. 


204/ Swap the petty for the serious. Exchange the external For the inward. Follow 


the way of actionless action. 


205/ What is true rest? The wise person rests where there is truly rest and does not 


rest when there is no real rest. The bulk of humanity rests when there is no real 


rest and does not know how to truly rest. 
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206/ Do not confuse the necessary with the unnecessary. Doing so can only lead to 


war. War always leads to somebody's destruction. 


207/ The comprehension of the petty person does not go beyond the external 
wrapping, the ephemera of gifts, business cards and letterheads. They exhaust 
their spirit on that which is insignificant and vacuous. Someone like this will most 
certainly get lost in time and space. They will be trapped in things and they will 
never know the great beginning. The perfect human being, in contrast, 
concentrates their spirit upon that which was before the beginning and rests in the 
strangeness of being in the Fields of nothingness. Like water, they Flow without 
Form or Flow out into the great purity. How pathetic you are! Those of you who do 
not understand any greater than the tip of one of the hairs on your head cannot 


comprehend the great peacefulness! 


208/ Trying to use what is unequal to produce equality is to be equally unequal. 
Trying to prove something certain by something uncertain is only certain to make 
things uncertain. That there is a difference between what we see with our eyes and 
what we know with our spirit is a wisdom From long ago. But the fool relies upon 
their eyes and loses themselves in what is merely human, and everything they do is 


just a Facade. This is a great sadness! 


209/ The one not cut off from the primal origin is known as the heavenly person. 
The one not cut off from the true nature is known as the spiritual human being. 
Someone who is not cut off from the truth is known as the perfect human being. 


Someone who views Heaven as the primal source, Virtue as the root, and the Way 
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as a gate, and sees change and transformation as natural, such a one we call a sage. 


210/ This should be the purpose of the heart: not to be trapped by convention, nor 
to be concerned with adornments; not to be thoughtless in treating others, nor to 
be in opposition to the crowd; to want the whole world to live in peace and balance 
for the sake of the people's unity, to look to the needs of others as well as 


yourself. 


211/ This was the way of the ancient one who followed the Way: public-spirited 
and completely non-partisan, Flexible and not fixed upon one idea, open-minded 
and without a guide, following others without a second thought, not casting 
anxious glances, not using knowledge to make plots, not choosing one thing rather 
than another, instead going with all: this was the way of the ancient one who 


Followed the Way. 


212/ Those who are without knowledge are free of the entrapments that arise 
from working with knowledge. | would like to be one without knowledge, not 


trapped in the teachings of any “wise” human beings. 


213/ To consider the origin as pure and that which emerges as course; to view 
accumulation as inadequate; to live by oneself in peace and with spiritual clarity: 
this is what in ancient times was known as the way of the Tao. And so the wise of 
old Founded their system on the belief that nothing exists forever, and they were 
guided in this by the notion of the great one. Gentleness and weakness combined 


with humility and self-emptying were it's distinguishing features and it's core was 
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the prevention of harm to all forms of life. 


214/ A wise person once said that one who does not exist in self sees others as 
they really are. Their movements are like water, their calmness is like a mirror, their 
response is like that of an echo. When they are empty, they seem to have 
Forgotten; unmoving, they are as still as water; peaceful, they are as one with all; 
they watch success and failure, and they never try to take the lead but always 


Follow. 


215/ Know the masculine but hold to the feminine and become the valley of the 
whole world. Know your purity but hold to the impure, be a channel for the whole 
world. Most people choose to be first but the anarchic human being of the Way 
chooses to be last and says that they will accept the dregs of the whole world. 
Most people choose fulfillment; but they choose to be empty. They have never 
hoarded, so have more than enough; they prefer to be alone, yet they have many 
around them. Living by actionless action, they mock at ability. When others look for 
good fortune, they feel free to bend and twist. They say only that they wish to 
avoid blame. They consider what is most profound to be the core and take what is 
most severe as their guide, and they say that which is strong will break and that 
which is sharp will become blunt. They are always open-handed and tolerant with 


all and seek no harm to anyone. This can be called perfection. 


216/ The blank and motionless have no form; change and transformation are never 


at rest; what is death? what is life? what is the companionship of Heaven and 


Earth? where does the spirit of clarity go? when Forgotten, what becomes of it? 
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217/ Call it “anarchy”, call it “the Tao”, or call it “the Way”, you cannot strive to 
achieve this. By effort and action you cannot come into accordance with it. Anarchy 
is not deliberation, Tao is not construction, the Way is not manufactured. In doing, 
you do not do, in not doing, you do. In the anarchy of the Way you are disarmed 
and you learn the wisdom and compassion of actionless-action. Anarchy already is; 
the Way is already all around you; before you and after you it goes; there is 
nowhere it does not go. It was not made and could not be unmade. It is the nothing 
from which something comes, the nothing in which all things cohere. It is anarchy. 
This is all there is. Nothing that makes and unmakes something is all there is. 
Changeless change is all there is. Who needs to make anarchy anymore? Who 
needs to strive anymore? Who needs a goal or a direction anymore? Who needs a 
purpose or intention anymore? What is desire anymore? What is right and wrong 
anymore? What is truth or knowledge anymore? What is an interpretation 


anymore? 


WHAT ARE YOU AND ME ANYMORE? 


218/ The anarchy of practice: Diogenes. It was said of the Cynic Diogenes that he 
sneered at high birth, honours, and all such worldly distinctions, calling them 
camouflage for vice. Further, he held that the only genuine country consisted of 
the world as a whole. It is said that he also held that wives should be shared among 
men, and he equated consensual sex with marriage. The sons of such unions were, 
in turn, to be regarded as the sons of the entire state. What is more, he saw 
nothing wrong in robbing temples. In his opinion it was not wrong to eat the Flesh 


of any animal either. He did not even look upon cannibalism as an immoral practice, 
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citing its occurrence among foreign nations. 


219/ In another account, which addresses both Diogenes and his supposed 
Follower, Zeno, the Founder of Stoicism, we read the following: These two godly 
men believe it is right to trade in our humanity For a dog's life; to employ language 
that is unrestrained; to masturbate in public; to wear a doubled cloak [alone].... 
They hold that all children should be held in common and say that one should have 
sexual relations with one’s sister, mother, and other close relations, as well as 
brothers and sons. They also say that one should never miss an opportunity to take 
part in sexual activity even if a degree of Force is involved. Women will draw men 
on and induce them by any means possible to couple with them and if they do not 
find a partner they will go to the market place in search of someone to service 
them; and, as occasion allows, they will have sexual relations with all and sundry, 
male or female. Married men, they maintain, should have relations with their 
slaves, and married women should leave their husband’s bed and go off with 
whoever strikes their fancy. Women, they say, should wear the same clothes and 
share in the same activities as men without distinction; they should go to the 
stadium and appear in the gymnasium naked and exercise with the men, 
concealing nothing. In short, what they say is that we should cease to acknowledge 


as our own any city or any law as at present we respect. 


220/ What a cavalcade of immoral lawlessness is this! How outrageous it must 
seem to those who are inhabited by civilisation as if by a spirit of egotistical and 
narcissistic human self regarding! What a dog is this Diogenes, upon whom here | 


Focus, who, yet elsewhere, is said to “do everything in public, the functions of 
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Demeter and Aphrodite alike!” For those less classically educated this, of course, 
indicates the processes of both mastication and masturbation. Here we have a man 
who looks askance at worldly status and rank, who wipes away all notions of state 
or country [and so government], believing that all people are one, who believes 
wives and children should be in common [and this dovetails well with his belief in 
world citizens alone], who thinks consensual sex the same as marriage [and so 
dissolves the need for Formal, state-recognised union], who considers there is no 
such thing as bad language and regards sex as largely a matter of consensuality 
and nothing more, who says that men and women should not be distinguished by 
clothing or activity and sees the nakedness of a woman as no more or less 
remarkable than that of a man, who steals from gifts left in temples for deities and 
considers all Flesh, human or animal, as simply Flesh and so equally nutritious and 
without moral taint or approval, who disavows the civilisation of laws and cities. 
How far away he is From the human beings of today, this man who, reportedly, was 
looking for genuine human beings, convinced that so few around him actually 
were. This man is eulogized in various Greek and Roman texts as one who upheld 


the cause of “virtue” - but what anarchic virtue is this? 


221/ Yet ask yourself this: do we need countries? Do we need unions between two, 
and only two, people recognised by a state or other authority? What is sex beyond 
the responsible consensus to engage in physical sexuality, no matter who with? 
What is language but words? Are women or men [or those of trans gender or Fluid 
gender] anything but gendered examples of human beings? Is Flesh anything other 
than Flesh? What is the mass of artificiality human beings have imposed upon life 


and conduct? When is a human being most excellently, and so most virtuously, a 
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human being? 


222/ One answer to the last question is to say, as one might argue Diogenes does, 
“When they respond to some context beyond themselves, the most compelling of 
which is nature.” For Diogenes, it would seem, human creativity and ingenuity are 
not there to build an artificial world and context, either on top of this or in order to 
replace this. Another way to say this is to say that Diogenes responds to the 
contextual givenness apparent in the anarchy of nature, something he sees as 
more compelling than the artificiality of human political civilisation. We might 
argue that Diogenes’ creed could be, “Be what you are,” where “what you are” has 
much in common with everything else that is around us such that it is obvious to 


see us as a part of it such that it, in turn, can be instructive For us. 


223/ But you might say to me now: “Haven't you been arguing that everything is 
anarchy anyway, regardless of what human beings think about it?” | have indeed. 
But one can clearly accept this or fight against it. It doesn’t affect what is, but it 
might well affect you or your formation and education. One can be a square peg 
and yet Fail to recognise that such a peg won't go through a round hole, and that 


the square hole is much more appropriate. 


224/ And this, it seems to me, is the problem: a category mistake. Are human 
beings part of nature, an animal, biology, part of the whole of changeless change 
and decay - or are they something different, something beyond, something that 
has escaped, transcended, metamorphosised, into something set over and against 


these things? In one of the Cynic Epistles a Pseudo-Diogenes says, “IF the human 
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race were to die out would that be any more lamentable than if the wasps or flies 
became extinct? Such scruples only show the failure of people to see things For 
what they really are.” And is this pretend Diogenes not right? Do not human beings 
hold themselves in a narcissistic and egotistical self-regard? Has not the climate 
breakdown some of them now weep and wail about been the Fault of the very 
civilisation they laud as their greatest achievement, the thing which sets them 
apart from “the animals”? Have they not come to the conclusion that their abilities 
to use and measure, to technologize themselves into ever more civilised 
artificiality, make them masters of nature and not merely insignificant parts of it 


dreaming a self-regarding Fantasy? What insolence! What arrogance! 


225/ In another of the Cynic Epistles an imaginary conversation occurs between 
Diogenes and Alexander [the Great]. Alexander accuses Diogenes of living in 
poverty but the Cynic replies as if it is news to him that he lives in poverty. Poverty, 
he states, “consists in the desire to have everything - and through violent means if 
necessary” - whereupon the Cynic points to the wars and conquests of Alexander's 
lifestyle as against his own peaceful contentment with miniscule and simple needs. 
Update this distinction and look upon our own world. Look at the things in our own 
homes. Besides asking how much of it actually sits there uselessly and 
unnecessarily, ask what it took to actually produce all these things. How much of 
the natural world has been scarred and poisoned so you could be a modern, 
civilised human being? How much blood has been shed? How much misery 
propagated? Who suffered? What was destroyed to service it? Was any of it really 
necessary so you could have something essentially trivial? What is the real poverty 


here? And this is before we even mention wars and conquests, open and those 
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conducted with more subterfuge, to acquire resources. Diogenes was criticised for 
living like a dog. But given the behaviour of human beings since, he should feel 


superior to be one. 


226/ Of course, the Cynic way of Diogenes attracts its critics. John Chrysostom 
argues that no one profits from being a Cynic, as if the point of such behaviour 
must be measured publicly. It is, he comes to the conclusion, mere empty attention 
seeking. Augustine, in The City of God, talks about “our innate sense of decency”, 
something he imagines the Cynic impugns, but which he doesn’t stop to 
investigate, not least as to if an “innate sense of decency” may not just simply be a 
matter of taste. Lactantius asks what would happen to the state if everyone 
adopted the wisdom of the Cynic, clearly seeming to fear that it would naturally 
disappear, to his own apparent chagrin. As a consequence, he further openly 
wonders what virtue would remain to be offended if everybody abolished all sense 
of shame as Cynics do. Shame, we learn here, is a learned, civilised, and thus quite 
unnecessary, notion. Anarchy, as the nature which is born of anarchy, knows no 
shame. Cicero suggests that the Cynics’ “whole system of philosophy” is 
“incompatible with our innate sense of right and wrong”, something he, like 
Augustine, doesn’t stop to question itself. Epicurus, known popularly as a pleasure 
seeker, says that “no enlightened person would choose the Cynic way” but we 
must wonder at what such an “enlightened” person then is, particularly if it is to be 
synonymous with “civilised”. For his own part, of course, Diogenes does himself no 
favours as in the case of the story told when, at a dinner, certain guests began 
throwing bones his way as they might do to a dog. Diogenes, so the story goes, 


then repays them For this by pissing on them exactly as a dog might do. But, in the 


782 


light of such stories, why then can other ancient commentators revere Diogenes, 
and similar others, as those of “unimpeachable virtue”, as Simplicius has it? Why 
does Diogenes Laertius report that the Athenians “took [Diogenes] to their heart”, 
even replacing the vat he had made his home when some random teenager broke 
it? Eudocia records that Diogenes “In his conversation... challenged the rich and 
famous - everyone in fact - to improve morally.” Stobaeus records Diogenes 
himself saying that his dog bites are “in a spirit of correction.” What we have here, 
of course, in these differing evaluations, is a difference of opinion based on 


differing assumptions: civilisation or nature? 


227/\n this respect we may note two things about Diogenes recorded by Diogenes 
Laertius; First, he claims only to be a “citizen of the world”. He is a citizen of no 
state and, indeed, seems to relativise and minimise statehood itself by such a 
claim. But, secondly, he is also reported to hold that “the universe comprise[s] the 
only correct constitution” - something which Further seems to ignore states and 
nations and empires and the like in Favour of more holistic conceptions. Diogenes’ 
attitude seems to be against artificial divisions or, perhaps, overlooks differences 
in Favour of the greater similarities. For although people might be different in 
several ways in terms of habits, culture, education, etc., what stands out more is 
surely that they are all of the same species and inhabiting the same world under 
much the same conditions? Civilisation, however, has tended to focus on the 
Former in the Forgetfulness of the latter and, indeed, has often used it as an engine 
of imagined partisan progress as “people like us” must succeed at the expense of 
“people like them”. This would not be a Cynic attitude against a background of 


world or universe as a whole. Neither did Cynics tend to think in terms of groups of 
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like people either. Instead, they think it was given to each citizen of the world to 
take responsibility For their own virtue. In this sense, For the Cynic, there were just 


people. 


228/ We see this played out in the characterisation of Diogenes. It is emphasised 
that he practised “self-discipline”, something that without doubt included 
asceticism as can be seen when he is reported to roll in scorching sands to innure 
his body to summer heat and to clutch Freezing statues in winter to do the same in 
relation to cold. We need to remember that the motive here is virtue, excellence in 
being a human being. It is Diogenes’ belief and confession and motivation that 
such a thing can be cultivated by such means and that civilisation, his great enemy, 
degrades the same quality. Cynics were all about quality of life which may indeed 
seem perverse to the person eating lavishly prepared meals whilst reclining on 
plump cushions - but was true nevertheless. Diogenes saw such self-discipline, 
including a simplicity of living not far removed from an ascetic practice, as essential 
to the virtue he sought to achieve and to model. In reply to being asked what he 
gained from his philosophical practice himself he said, “This, if nothing else: to be 
prepared for any contingency.” This is a key insight and something which marks 
him out from the denizens of civilisation who become comfortable and soft and 
used to being provided for. Are they equally as prepared for “any contingency”? 
Diogenes lived in a world of anarchic nature in which anything that could happen 
might happen. No surprise, then, that he claimed to oppose Fate with courage and 


regarded his actions as reasonable rather than insane, as some thought. 
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229/ Antisthenes. The Forerunner of Diogenes was the student of Socrates known 
as Antisthenes. Being one who thought that people in a state of ignorance could 
suffer nothing worse, Antisthenes was one who thought a woman’s virtue the 
same as a man’s and that people were not to be Favoured for their virtue because 
they were a relation but because they were more virtuous. So that’s favouritism, 
nepotism and sexual discrimination as three human delusions disposed of 
immediately. Indeed, Antisthenes thought the virtuous the most worthy to be 
honoured in any society and thus the true nobility or aristocracy of a community, as 
opposed to the artificially created ranks common amongst human beings, often 
ranks based on wealth or fame or something equally artificial. Virtue, what is more, 
was thought of by Antisthenes as a practice and not as a matter of words or 
erudition. As Diogenes, it was with Antisthenes not a matter of doctrine or thesis. 
Thus, Antisthenes, as also Diogenes, thought conduct unregulated by human 
conventions and laws. He urged those being maligned or suffering ignominy to 
bear it as a hardship and he regarded hardship as a Furnace steeling people to cope 
with life. One may here recall Nietzsche’s attitude best exampled in the saying 
which starts “That which does not kill us...”. Self-sufficiency was alike highly 
regarded and practiced by both Antisthenes and Diogenes and not simply because 
doing something oneself puts you in control of it but because being sufficient in 
oneself made you a better person, equipped to live life. Antisthenes saw being 
strong and resilient in oneself as a primary component of virtue and put forward 
Heracles and Cyrus, a Greek and a barbarian, as examples of it. He criticised states 
as putting Forth symptoms of their impending Failure when they ceased to be able 
to tell good people from bad. Does this sound familiar in a world in which bad is 


more likely to be called good, or even disregarded all together, rather than seen 
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for what it is? 


230/ Crates and Hipparchia. Crates was a student of Diogenes and Hipparchia, 
eventually, his wife. It is said that Crates was at one time very wealthy but that he 
threw [or, alternatively and more philanthropically, gave] all his wealth away to 
Follow the lifestyle of the Cynic. When, eventually, Hipparchia became his 
companion, although her parents and even Crates himself, who had been enlisted 
by her parents, tried to dissuade her, it is said that the Cynic disrobed and stated 
that this was all he could ever offer and that Hipparchia must become the same, 
something she willingly did as she had become intrigued by his talk and behaviour. 
It is also said that rich relatives also tried to recall Crates back to his civilised life 
with such Fervour that he would sometimes need to drive them off with his Cynic 
staff. Such is the unwillingness of the civilised to allow others to live lives which 
question their own by their very existence. Crates, on the other hand, saw his 
abandonment of wealth as a liberation, as one report has it. He was known as quite 
a sociable Fellow which makes sense when one considers his Former wealth which 
no doubt brought many friends, acquaintances and contacts with it. After he 
ditched wealth, lands and Fine clothes For rags, the bare earth and a staff, it seems 
he was none the less sociable and often a guest of others with a word of virtue to 


impart to them, often regarding self-sufficiency and how to combat vice. 


231/ Hipparchia, as expressed in her becoming his wife, took up similar attire and 
went around with him in public and even to private dinners, something to be 
thought of in the context of the often silly social rules which differ in what is 


thought seemly of men as opposed to women. It will already have been seen that 
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the most noted of Cynics often saw no reason to discriminate between men and 
women socially or in terms of attire. Hipparchia, in one anecdote, is shown to be 
quite forward in pressing such a naturalistic equality of thought and attitude when 
she asserts that what a man is allowed to do, she should also be allowed to do, and 
thus refuting that there were any tasks at all to which women should be relegated 
or beyond which they should not seek to press. Considering how Few female 
philosophers of any kind one can name in antiquity, Hipparchia stands out as one 
prepared to spend time, as she is reported to say, “improving [her] mind instead of 
squatting by a loom”. The latter, of course, was customarily thought “woman's 
work”. In another anecdote, Antipater of Sidon tells us that Hipparchia disdained 
the contemporary female Fashions for the same harsh cloak as her husband and 


the other Cynics and that she, like them, would sleep on the ground. 


232/ Later, a Pseudo-Crates writes in the Cynic Epistles some more on the theme 
of gender equality, stating that it is not from nature that civilisation thinks of 
women as a weaker sex. Using the dog metaphor to Cynic advantage, he states 
that a woman is “no weaker by nature any more than bitches are weaker than male 
dogs.” In the Cynic task of “aiming to benefit the human race as a whole”, Pseudo- 
Crates sees the male and female task as exactly the same. Ironic, then, in modern 
context, that such enlightened and, what would today be called “Feminist”, views 
were practiced by a class of people who would openly masturbate or copulate in 
the street according to multi-various reports, something these same feminists 
might be very much against! This, | think, is the difference between a 
manufactured equality imposed from above and that which emerges quite 


naturally if people put their desire to dream a dream of their ideological creation 
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to one side. 


233/ So to sum up the attitudes of the Cynics based on these few early luminaries 
of the practical philosophy who are the best examples: The first characteristic we 
must note is their simplicity of living with Few accoutrements, perhaps a cloak, bag 
and staff as clothing, home and protection when combined together. It is noted 
that many were vegetarians and water drinkers. Cooking, as warm water, was 
thought by some a civilised affectation and they stuck to raw food. They eulogized 
poverty and having Few needs or wanting nothing and taught it as a contented 
peace. Next we must remark upon their adaptability which was promoted through 
a resilient approach to life which gave them increased facility in numerous 
circumstances. This encompasses an ascetic attitude and aspect towards life, which 
was appropriate to those who lived outdoors in nature, and to the self-sufficiency 
which was often on their lips being recommended as a virtue. Third, they were 
despisers and disdainers of all civilised artificiality, not least laws and customs, 
governments, politics and states. They were citizens of the world and children of a 
natural universe which had no laws and customs, governments, politics or states. 
As such, they ignored popular opinion and resisted “common knowledge” which, in 
their opinion, was more about vice than virtue, more about triviality than necessity. 
They also, consequently, delegitimised wealth, honour and privilege and all human- 
bequeathed statuses. They utterly opposed any notion of a commercialised world 
and often resorted to begging in which one subverts commerce by asking for 
something For nothing. This leads to a Fourth point: their practice was For a defined 
philosophical purpose. This was the promotion of a proper action of human being 


rather than a debased or degraded one. We could certainly describe this as moral 
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but, | think, in the sense of being what one is as opposed to what one can Fancifully 
make oneself. Cynics are not those who do because they can: they are those who 
ask if they should. Finally, they thought of virtue [excellence in being a human 
being] as the only good thing and vice [excellence in degrading your human being] 
as the only bad thing. Everything else, i.e., most things, were regarded as morally 


neutral - as in a natural world left to its own devices it would be. 


234/ This is a book about human-manufactured artificiality, the dreams we willingly 
dream and coerce others to dream, as against what the case would be if reality 
were not prone, in the human mind, to be seen through the illusion of these things 
or, in other words, if we could stop dreaming. This is the way things would be [and, 
be under no illusion, are] whether we human beings existed or not. But that 
actually raises a question of its own: do human beings actually make any difference 
when viewed against that much larger context - or only in their own, self-obsessed, 


interpretive and sleepy eyes? 


235/ V for Vendetta. Alan Moore and Dave Lloyd’s V for Vendetta is a rightly 
famous graphic novel, recently regarded as one of the “100 most inspiring novels” 
by a panel acting on behalf of BBC Arts, and its major topical focus is anarchy. 
Indeed, at one point near the end of the second of the three parts of which it is 
made, the titular character, Known only as V, almost seems to see himself as a 
personification of anarchy. In good old binary fashion, the opponent of anarchy in 
the book is fascism, the boot-stomping, slogan-repeating, everybody must be and 
think the same kind of thing, fascism represented in real life by the Nazis and in 


Fiction by the world imagined in Orwell’s 1984 - which aspects of V for Vendetta 
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remind us of to a great degree. So here we have secret police, departments tasked 
with spying on the populace with cameras and microphones, a supreme leader and 
all that good stuff. The fascist government, upon taking over after a devastating 
nuclear war has taken out Africa and mainland Europe, has begun a new English 
regime [called Norsefire] along “Nordic” racial lines. Culture has been destroyed 
and pillaged in order to correct it in line with this new ethos [think Goebbels 
decrying jazz as bad - because black - music] and the non-whites, people of 
sexuality other than heterosexuality and the radical thinkers have been carted off 
to concentration camps that have ovens. But they are the lucky ones. Some others 
of these are used for experiments instead and one such is our Friend V. [One may 
speculate here as to which characteristics of those sent to the camps V manifests. 
Since V only ever appears in a mask and costume, as hiding his identity is important 


to the story, we may never know.] 


236/ V is an anarchist and he blows things up [like the Houses of Parliament] and 
kills people [like secret police called “Fingermen” or like people involved in running 
the fascist regime]. Throughout the book we learn he has been killing lots of 
people who worked at the concentration camp he was sent to and from which he 
subsequently escaped after blowing it up. This sets up a dialogue throughout the 
book regarding anarchy and violence. Many every day readers may think anarchy is 
violence but Moore, the main writer of the story, wants to have that discussion. His 
other lead character besides V, Evey Hammond, is rescued by V at the start of the 
story as she, a 16 year old orphan, attempts to solicit sex for money For the First 
time. Unfortunately, she has chosen a group of fingermen to try it on with and, 


with the brashness bred into the minions of an uncontradictable authority, they 
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decide they will rape her and then kill her. Until V comes along and kills them 
before taking Evey to his hideout which is called “The Shadow Room” and is in the 
ruins of a now disused Victoria Station in London where the action takes place. 
Once there, it becomes clear to Evey, through many twists and turns, that V is a 
man with a mission, a man in some sense set Free, and he is not averse to educating 
her about it, in his own perverse way, either. What we do learn from Evey though, 
particularly after V entangles her in arranging For the death of the former padre of 
his concentration camp, now the underage sex enjoying Bishop of Westminster, is 
that Evey doesn’t want to do any killing. Since it is V’s intention to recruit her to 
take over after him, the question is raised as to if anarchy is about the killing V 


does or the not killing Evey wants to do. 


237/ Alan Moore would have us believe that the conversation that goes on about 
this in the book comes down on the side of anarchy not being about violence. 
Presumably he thinks this because Evey refuses to be violent [although, at the end 
of the book, in which she gives the one who is now the original V a “viking Funeral” 
in a train under Downing Street packed with lilies and gelignite, she causes a huge 
explosion, hardly non-violence in my book] and V accepts this even though he kills 
and destroys throughout the text. This same text plays with this as if it is some 
kind of symmetry, the destruction of V versus the creation that Evey, the next V, 
will oversee. But its not clear to me that the story wipes away the messy business 
of violence and death so easily. V never apologises For his deeds, he never even 
tries to justify them really. It just seems to be assumed that for a state of happy 
anarchy to ensue the forces of stifling Fascism must be [physically] destroyed. No 


doubt they must be if the shape of one’s anarchy is socio-politically, and somewhat 
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materially, conceived, as the book’s seems to be here. But that is my problem with 
it: conceiving of anarchy as a socio-political state is actually both quite narrow and 


quite dangerous. It is, in fact, why V needs to be violent at all. 


238/ V for Vendetta is largely, but not wholly, an example of that thinking which 
equates anarchism with politics. This, | imagine, is why the opponent to be 
overcome here is a Fascist state - another political ideology. But my argument in 
this book is precisely that anarchy, although regarded by many in the last 200 years 
as a political ideology, is not a political ideology. Instead, so | argue, it is the state 
of existence. What's more, it is a state of existence we cannot, and do not, ever 
affect. Existence, and so anarchy, is the universe, the whole, everything. It is cosmic 
rather than earthbound. So it is not fixated on local conditions and concerned with 
itself. In Fact, it has neither concern nor fixation; it just becomes. Anarchy, which 
Moore tells us in the book is a matter of being without leaders as opposed to 
without order, is, thus, leaderless - which is also what my conception of the 
actuality and reality of anarchy is. Anarchy is the universe going on its way however 
it can. It has no goal or direction and it just keeps on going as it can. | presume it 


will keep on doing that until it can’t anymore - if that day ever comes. 


239/ For Moore, however, anarchy often seems to be more about human beings 
taking responsibility For their own societies and their own government rather than 
being too timid and leaving it to a ceaseless train of reprobates or authoritarians 
who inevitably abuse the power they find in their hands, something which they use 
to extract the maximum for themselves and to control everybody else. Moore 


equates this responsibility-taking anarchy with freedom and equality in a clearly 
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ideological conception of the same. It is true to say, as Moore does, that anarchy 
means “without leaders” and so his conception of anarchy, in a political sense, is 
certainly not illogical. But | do wonder if it is enough. It is really the point of the 
whole book that, through the character of V, people should have their eyes 
opened to this notion of taking responsibility for themselves and Moore certainly 
does not paint that as an easy or an inevitable process. It just seems to me that if 
anarchy is merely the name for a certain political organisation of society, however 


Free or equal politically, then it is a much more trivial thing than it could be. 


240/ | now want to discuss how V for Vendetta discusses some of the issues it 
raises From my perspective in There is nothing to stick to. The First of these is the 
opposition of fascism and anarchy, as Moore conceives of it politically, in the book. 
Politically, these are differing conceptions of how to run society based on the 
significance of who holds power, authority, law, etc. Under Fascism these are all 
held by a supreme authority which, often with an iron hand, enforces its own views 
upon everybody else. Here the case is not only that power is held by such a group, 
in V for Vendetta this is Norsefire, but that you must constantly be reminded that 
this is the case. This is why, in such states, there are secret police, why there is 
spying on the state’s own population, why there are concentration camps for those 
who don’t fit the decided profile of society. Under fascist states the leader's 
ideology is Forced upon everybody else and you are not Free to think as you please. 
This is why, in V for Vendetta, Norsefire has the so-called “voice of fate”: Norsefire 
literally want people to think their way is the way things have to be. Anarchy, on 
the other hand, politically conceived as Moore conceives it throughout most of the 


book, is imagined to be the opposite of this. It is a place without leaders, a place of 
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“do as you please”, as Moore puts it, a place without state apparatus. It is a place 
where you don’t give away the rights to directing and determining your own life or 
your own thought because you have taken them up yourselves in a radical act of 


anarchic responsibility. 


241/ Socio-politically speaking, it is quite easy to contrast these two ideologies if 
one sees them as ideologies. Politically, they aren’t the same and are in many 
respects opposites. But there is one respect - at least - in which they are the same: 
they are ideologies in which some person is directing how to live. Yes, in the 
Former it is someone else, perhaps at the end of an apparatus of violent coercion 
or Fear, and in the latter it is your own freely Formed desires - and you may think 
there is a great distinction to be made between those - but, from my perspective, 
that is still some person telling you what to do even if it is only you yourself. This 
doesn’t sit well with my own notion of anarchy which is both free from the violent, 
bullying society of the Fascist but also From the tyranny of the self as well. Whereas 
Moore, through the character of V, sees deciding what to do for yourself as 
utopian, in order to do this he has to contrast it with a state where you are unfree 
to think thoughts and might be sent to a concentration camp for being the wrong 
thing or openly expressing the wrong idea. Against that background his anarchistic 
utopia is better. Against the background of anarchy as | see it, | think its worse. A 
true anarchy is not only, and obviously, freedom from Fascism, but its also freedom 
From yourself. IF we Follow the thinking inherent to Taoism or Zen Buddhism, For 
example, thinking | have discussed previously in this project, then it is your own 
thoughts, in the Fabric of your own existence, where the anarchy takes place and 


not simply, or even, in the external world of politics. A human being not free in 
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themselves could not be any more free in an anarchistic state than a Fascist one, 


except in V's downgraded political sense in this text, from my point of view. 


242/ The interesting thing about this, From the text of V for Vendetta, is that there 
are inklings that Moore knows this. But its a muddled message. Often the black 
and white contrast of Fascism and anarchy drives the narrative but occasionally 
nuance and a different perspective is espied. One occasion - which | admit can be 
taken one of two ways - is when V says at one point in the narrative that “justice is 
meaningless without freedom”. This can be taken straightforwardly in line with the 
overarching context - and so as a condemnation of the judgments of Fascists and 
Fascistic states thought not to be free. But, given my own thoughts on anarchy and 
more personal, intimate, existential, concepts of Freedom, it can also come to 
mean something else. We may interrogate this idea by asking what “justice” or 
“Freedom” even are - and here, as must now be plain, | mean this in much more 
than merely political senses. For, if | may ask, is the universe “just”? Is the universe 
“Free”? In what senses could we make such statements if we are not going to be 
naively obsessed with mere political circumstances? Moore’s statement on the lips 
of V is, | think, correct, but only if we refuse to conceive of either justice or 
freedom as human ideas, much less politically interpreted ones. “Justice”, | want to 
say, is letting things happen as they can just as the universe does without care or 
concern or intention or desire. This justice is the justice of things happening 
according to no rules or law or will at all; “freedom” is not seeking to influence 
outcomes and not having any stake in them. Is this not much more anarchistic than 
mere political anarchy, a “let me decide For myself-ism”? Is such a justice not much 


more just because it didn’t belong to anything at all? It is just the justice of what 
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happens that can happen. Is such freedom not much more free because no one’s 
will is involved in it? Justice is meaningless without freedom but both are 
meaningless without genuine anarchy of soul, of spirit, of existence itself. Unless it 
is the universe’s anarchy we partake in then it will always be someone’s justice and 


someone's freedom. And that relativises and cheapens them both. 


243/ The third point | want to raise From the story is contained in chapter Four of 
part two of the book, entitled “A Vocational Viewpoint”. In this chapter V has taken 
over the state broadcaster and is disseminating his political message to the 
populace at large through their TV screens. He basically gives a potted history of 
civilisation extending back over 10,000 years and blames the people for their own 
enslavement, their willingness to be the tools of demagogues and Fascists and 
even simple capitalists and commercialists [and we may say it doesn’t really matter 
if you are the tool of a Hitler or a Zuckerberg or a Bezos - you are still a tool]. This 
sort of thing is not very in vogue in our post-Brexit referendum world were the 
touchy feely kinds of people, rather than blaming people for their own stupidity 
and bad choices, want to say instead that they have been lied to and tricked 
repeatedly by the really selfish, bad people and so are to be seen as victims. But | 
personally don’t think that V is necessarily so wrong when he says that if the same 
bad things happen over and over again you would hope that at least some societies 
saw the light and didn’t keep repeating the mistakes of the past. You would, it 
seems to me, hope that at least some people saw patterns and saw through the 
fakery, lies and machinery of oppression that is used upon people. V charges that 
the people could stop it all if they wanted to and he is undoubtedly correct. 


Perhaps this is why it often occurs to me that relatively Few people of political 
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and/or Financial privilege can manage to control populations of millions and it is 
undoubtedly partly because people simply can’t be bothered to take responsibility 
themselves with the possible trouble that might involve. So long as things don’t 
get too bad and aren't too close to home most people will accept what, in the cold 
light of day, might be terrible things to keep their own lives relatively peaceful and 
stable. This is so even though is seems self-evidently obvious that no regime could 
stand with millions openly in rebellion against it. And so they cooperate in their 
own oppression. In Moore’s conception, as expressed through V, such 
acquiescence is because people at large have become unable to see past a narrow 
conception of both the self and society to a place where certain freedoms even 
exist. They have become narrow and constricted human beings unable to even 
think such thoughts, either anymore or at all. In this context, it is noteworthy that 
the whole second section of the book is largely about waking Evey From this state 
to see as she has never seen before - much as Neo is woken by Morpheus in his pod 
in The Matrix to see as he has never seen before. [Here is one point where the 
similarities between V for Vendetta and The Matrix should not lead us to be 
surprised that it was The Wachowskis who wrote the script for the film of V in 
2005, even if it was much to Alan Moore’s chagrin.] Here Moore, indeed, does 
understand that there are personal awakenings necessary before you can think of 
life in certain ways. Part of the apparatus of Fascism, then, is exactly suppressing 
radicalism and free thinking exactly because the ability to have a thought in the 
first place can be so consequential. Better to make sure people not only never 
have the thought but have their thinking controlled whole and entire. This is 
something that 1984 showcased so well and which V for Vendetta echoes in turn. 


From my perspective, | would only say that it is the responsibility of each of us to 
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think for ourselves. Indeed, there may be nothing more important for your own 
individual life than this. It may be the only way you ever have your own individual 


life. 


244/ As already explained, the middle section of V for Vendetta is largely given 
over to a “vicious cabaret” in which V, by perverse psychological torture, attempts 
to, and succeeds in, opening Evey’s mind up to new points of view. V's view is that 
Evey has been in the prison of her own [which may be largely synonymous with her 
own society's] possibilities of thought For her whole life, something she was born 
into [which is certainly not less than true], but that she needs to see afresh if she is 
to see the world as V himself sees it. “You tortured me? Why?” asks a distressed 
Evey who has been imprisoned, had her hair cut off and been threatened with 
summary shooting “behind the chemical sheds”. “Because | love you... Because | 
want to set you free,” replies V in his “end justifies the means” thinking. In the 
writing Moore justifies this torture by giving Evey a moment of clarity in the rain, a 
moment that mirrors a moment V had himself experienced Five years before. But in 
many respects the reader’s moment of clarity comes a few pages prior when Evey, 
faced with the threat of firing squad and believing she has been incarcerated by 
the Fascist regime, is asked to sign a False confession implicating V in coercing her 
to murder and her own sexual abuse. She refuses with a simple “No” even though 
she is offered freedom and possible employment in the outside world once set 
free. But Evey would now rather die than cooperate with Falsehood - even when it 
wears the garb of state or society. There is, it seems, now something greater at 
stake. Yet instead of being taken out and shot... she is set free. She has reached 


the point of insight according to V and, being Free, she wanders out of her cell, and 
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discovers the whole thing is a set up, an elaborate cabaret aimed only at giving her 
new sight, a sight which she had to be prepared to lose it all to obtain. When you 
are prepared to lose your life, Moore seems to say through V's illusion, then you 
see beyond the self. You see beyond self interest, thoughts of pain your body 
might be caused, thoughts of any future you might have. You let go of the fiction 
of the identity you think of yourself as, a False narrative that not only was never 
true anyway but that can change and be changed. Not all prisons, we may reflect, 


have bars. 


245/ We may continue with this theme with the notion of “transfiguration”, one 
used in the text of V for Vendetta. The image is a powerful one and is not 
knowingly used in a post-Christian era without reference to the transfiguration of 
Jesus, most of the time an ordinary Galilean peasant but at one particular moment, 
up a high mountain, turned “whiter than anyone on Earth could bleach him” before 
his companions Peter, James and John [Mark’s Gospel 9:2-8]. The transfiguration 
necessary in V for Vendetta is an inward one of orientation or attitude, from 
someone locked in the prison of the self, as conditioned by the world from their 
birth, to someone who realises that their present and their future is a matter of 
their desires and their desires alone. Having taken off the old coat of political 
conventionality, of accepting that structures and authorities are given and are 
pretty much as you have experienced them in life, you put on the new coat of “do 
as you please” and you live in a now reconfigured “land of do as you please”. This is 
a conception which Moore seems to imagine as a place where everyone has come 
to this position and his political conception of anarchy, and so its socio- 


communicability, necessitates this. Moore’s anarchist political state, which he 
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educates readers into through the story of V, is a place where everyone will 
eventually be a willing and happy anarchist now, where the whole population have 
been transfigured, by having their eyes opened, to a new self-responsibility, a task 
Evey Hammond seemingly takes on at the conclusion of the book. In this “land of 
do as you please” V states that “do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law,” a 
sentiment of Aleister Crowley’s. It is perhaps, then, something other than a 
coincidence that the character Finch, part of the apparatus of the fascist state in 
the book, takes LSD on a visit to the now decommissioned concentration camp V 
was interred in, and subsequently escaped from, in an effort to think how the 
Formerly tortured patient might think and so to discover his plan and his identity. 
This drug-fuelled trip results, in Moore’s writing, in Finch’s own transfiguration. At 
the book’s conclusion, Finch resigns from working for the state, now unable to see, 
or live, as it does anymore. Here V for Vendetta seems to suggest that it doesn’t 
matter who you are; in the appropriate circumstances - and with the right drugs! - 
anyone can free themselves from their past and develop beyond it into something 


new; a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. 


246/ We must now ask ourselves about “anarchy” again though as we continue to 
interrogate this book. At one point the text seems to contrast a political state of 
anarchy “without leaders” - as “anarchy” from its original Greek properly means - 
with chaos, something that might be thought of as that which is without order - as 
opposed to leaders, a distinction Alan Moore also draws attention to in the text. 
Yet is this so? Given Moore’s regular political context for his anarchy talk it, 
perhaps, makes sense. After all, isn’t the first criticism made to someone who 


eulogizes “anarchy” that it would be, quote, “chaos”, a word said with deep 
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disapproval from those who imagine that they live properly and appropriately 
ordered lives [often, it must quickly and clearly be said, in total and unresolved 
error!]. Perhaps the denizens of Moore’s fictional London would also have said this 
to V had they had a chance to, despite all the material evidence given in the book 
as to their own society's violence, force and coercion, a “fragile crust” of enforced 
“civilisation” under which, so Moore tells us, “chaos churns”. Moore seems to want 
to tell us that anarchy is not chaos and that, even in a Fascist state, chaos lurks even 
more threateningly underneath. But, once more, | find myself needing to question 
the meaning of the terms. | tend to think of anarchy as exactly chaos - but of chaos 
and order as unopposed. If one thinks of chaos as a threat then, of course, one may 
oppose it with order, even any order just because it is an order, as a consequence 
because it feels safer and a known quantity. “Better the devil you know,” as the 
saying goes. But why is, or would, chaos be a threat? Why can’t “without leaders”, 
Moore’s political conception of anarchy and so V's, also be “without order” in the 
sense of “that conception of chaos in which chaos is its own form of order”? It 
seems to me that the universe | have been conceiving of as anarchic is no less 
chaotic; but this chaos is itself an order of its own kind. And we are part of it too, 
whether we like it or not, whether we want it or not. Anarchy, chaos, order: same 
thing! Same, but different. Changeless change. Disharmony, as John Cage put it in 
musical terms, is simply a harmony you are not used to. When you see anarchy in 
the cosmic-spiritual-artistic-philosophic way as | do, rather than in a strictly political 
way, things change. Anarchy need not stand opposed to chaos; chaos need not 
stand opposed to order; chaos need not be a threat anymore than anarchy is. And 


if its where we live and have always lived, then why would it be? 
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247/ An allied point here is one made in passing throughout the book, the concept 
of “law and order” which, in a Fascist state particularly, is conceived of as law as 
order - as if law were the only means to achieving order. Did the Taoists or Zen 
Buddhists of yesteryear - or even those of today - think that? Did the Cynics who 
eulogised physis [nature] over nomos [law, custom] think that? Do anarchists of 
many shades of thought over the two most recent centuries think that? Is 
something called “law” the only means to something called “order”? Often the case 
here is that those wedded to “law”, and its use for enforcing a kind of order [and 
an always fragile one at that!], have simply been taught nothing else. It is once 
more a question of how and if you can see things differently, if you are open to a 
changed mind. One thinks, by analogy, of creationists who cannot conceive how 
anything could be made unless someone purposefully made it even though it may 
easily be observed that things change by themselves over time. Such people go to 
increasingly bizarre lengths just justify things as they change but, to do so, they 
have to conceive of a god who is intimately concerned with the positioning and 
activity of every molecule that exists, no matter how hidden or obscure, and that 
they personally cared to make it that way rather than another. Much easier, it 
seems to me, in a world where the simpler hypothesis should be preferred, to 
imagine that the order things have in their existence is the only law - and itis nota 
law of purpose or intention, of goal or direction, but only of “a thing is and does as 
it is”. Law is not order - and it can neither create nor guarantee order - but order 
can be regarded as a law, even where that order is chaos and anarchy. This 
collapses nomos and physis together, deconstructing them, and says “everything 


must be as itis”. That is anarchy. That is law. 
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248/ 1 come to my final point in discussing V for Vendetta and it is, | think, my most 
important point. It is that throughout the book V's identity is never known and, 
even when original V dies, must never be known. As Evey squats by V's bloodied, 
dead body she has the opportunity to lift the grinning Guy Fawkes mask V wears 
and to give V, throughout the book a performative, theatrical idea, a Face. She has, 
if you like, the opportunity to personalise anarchy. But, tempted though she is, she 
refuses to do this, loading V onto the Underground train which will become his 
explosive Funeral pyre with his mask left in place, the wearer the enigma he always 
needed to be. But why is this? One clue might be Found in a quote, regularly 
attributed to Danish existentialist philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard. The quotes 
runs, “What labels me, negates me” and if, as some suggest, there isn’t actually any 
direct source for these exact words in the Danish texts that Kierkegaard wrote 
[there is, however, "In language, the sensuous as medium is reduced to a mere 
instrument and is continually negated"], we can see how this despiser of the 
“spiritual” equations his chosen enemy, Friedrich Hegel, undertook in his own 
“thesis, antithesis, synthesis” philosophy might have come to have his thought 
distilled down to such phraseology. Kierkegaard was big on subjectivity and on 
Faith and on the experience of these things in one’s lived existence. To such a 
person to be objectified, reduced to a label, is both a crass error of simplification 
and a reduction of the grand mass of all the things that are true about a person [or 
an idea] to that indicated by the label. Labels have their utilitarian linguistic uses 
but, as Nietzsche would agree, labels aren’t the thing itself reproduced in 
language. And so reducing the cabaret of V's anarchy to the identity of the person 
behind the mask would have destroyed it and reduced it to some flesh and bones 


who lived a specific life, came from a specific place and had a specific name. In 
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being labelled, V, and his burlesque anarchy, would have been negated. It is, as V 
himself says after he is shot, ideas that are bulletproof. Human beings, in their very 
specificity, are not. And we see this time and time again in society where those 
with ideas are not attacked at the level of ideas but with regular and often vicious 
ad hominems. People play the man and not the ball. Because they know that is how 
you win. And so we could never know who V was and we should never know. It is 
the idea which must live and it can only live by never being reducible to aname ora 


person. 


249/ This, most of all, is why | think that anarchy can and never should be a matter 
of politics alone. Politics can surely come into it, and Freeing people From political 
and capitalistic tyrannies and oppressions are worthy and necessary human aims, 
but they are not something that anarchy can ever be reduced to. For if anarchy is 
reduced to politics then it is labelled, it is named, and then all you have to do is 
take those out who associate with it. They are the “lefties” or the “socialists” or the 
“anarcho-communists”, the “antifa crazies” who some try to label - incorrectly - as 
terrorists. This is the danger of a purely political anarchism. It is easily labelled and 
so negated. V knew very well that he could never be identified as one person and 
so as one thing. But that is what anarchism risks when it becomes merely the name 
for a kind of politics. As V, and later Evey, when she took over the mask and 
costume, realised, you must keep anarchy as the theatrical idea, the dream, the 
imagination of a different kind of existence, if you want it to grow in the 
imaginations of others. Reduce it to names and faces and the idea will be 
Forgotten in the assassination, character and maybe even actual, of the people as 


individuals. And when it comes to anarchy this is not a matter of an individual but 
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of EVERYTHING! Anarchy must, then, in some sense, be the mystery we exist 
within, the air we breathe, the water we drink, the space our planet hovers in the 
midst of. We reduce it to the zealotry of individual people, however well- 
intentioned, at our peril. The mystery, the theatre, the pantomime, can exist 


Forever; but people and a kind of politics never can. 


250/ A spiritually conceived anti-civilisation community. We change tack now to 
focus on some people from many centuries ago who had their own theatre, 
pantomime and mystery. They are the community that wrote and preserved a 
document now known commonly, since it was found in Egypt in 1945, as the 
Gospel of Thomas. The Gospel of Thomas [GTh] is not, in my view, either a gospel 
[it doesn’t anywhere call itself a gospel in its text] nor a Christian text. Such 
epithets are, again in my view, almost exclusively used by those who want to 
include the book in a specifically Christian discussion about Jesus within a biblical 
academy, unsurprisingly enough, overrun by Christians. But discussion about Jesus 
does not need to be Christian nor do we need to insist, due primarily to modern 
culture wars, that anyone who remembered or revered Jesus was a Christian 
themselves. GTh never uses any word for “Christ”, in Greek, Aramaic, Syriac or 
Coptic [the languages which cover its production and transmission as we have 
received it] in its entire text. Jesus is not, for the people behind this book, a Christ 
or messiah and it follows that these same people are, thus, strictly speaking not 
Christians either - at least if one’s definition of Christians be that the Figure they 
Focus on is a Christ! The Jesus figure who speaks in a collection of 114 sayings in 
GTh is a heavenly revealer, a person of knowledge who offers insightful 


interpretations to those with “ears to hear”. It is not clear that in GTh he is much 
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more than this. There is no life story imparted here and this Jesus is not 
persecuted and neither does he suffer or die [and so there’s no resurrection 
either]. What there is set out in this ancient book [about half of which we also Find 
in the New Testament gospels too], however, is a mentality, a way of life. And its 


this | want to discuss here in terms of the practice and ethics of anarchy. 


251/ In interpreting GTh | am, quite openly, doing so from my own anarchistic 
perspective. It is not my intention here to suggest that the community behind 
Thomas were themselves anarchists although | do believe that, in some senses, 
they were practical mystics who rebelled against certain more orthodox beliefs 
and forms of religion in the service of living their own beliefs in practice. What we 
find represented in the 114 sayings is, for example, not remotely close to a carbon 
copy of the content of the canonical gospels of the New Testament although, as 
already noted, there is in places considerable overlap [such that a number of 
serious scholars argue for a literary relationship between these various books]. 
What | am specifically interested in in interpreting this book is points of contact 
which are open to anarchistic interpretation, areas of the text in which the world 
of civilisation is departed From or otherwise reimagined. We must, in short, 
imagine that those behind GTh had a setting in mind for their text and my task 
here is to view that from an anarchic point of view. This will not involve me in 
interpreting every text of the book, however, and so | will only Focus on those 


parts about which i have something to say. 


252/ The prologue and First verse of GTh run as Follows: 
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These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus spoke and Didymos Judas 


Thomas recorded. 


1 And he said, "Whoever discovers the interpretation of these sayings will not 


taste death." 


The “he” of verse one is probably Jesus but its not totally clear. Since Jesus is 
largely imagined throughout the book as one revealing heavenly things it would 
make sense to think so. | mention the opening of the book to point out its context 
according to itself: it is “secret sayings” being revealed to insiders [this is not an 
unusual thing since Jesus, in Mark 4 in the New Testament, does pretty much the 
same thing with parables which are there called “mysteries”]. It Flat out tells us 
that the “interpretation” of the sayings needs to be discovered and is, thus, not 
obvious and we should not imagine that everyone will get it. Verse one tells us that 
the members of the community conceive of some Form of eternal life based on this 
knowledge. IF you come to understand you will not taste death. But how can an 
understanding lead to eternal life? Perhaps if you understand that life and death 
are not opposites but part of the oneness in which all Form and being partakes, a 


transformation of energy rather than an existence and a non-existence. 


253/ 2 Jesus said, "Those who seek should not stop seeking until they find. When 


they find, they will be disturbed. When they are disturbed, they will marvel, and 


will reign over all. And after they have reigned they will rest." 
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In distinction to the Taoist texts | have used in this project, GTh actively wants 
people to seek [rather than simply ceasing to cherish their own opinions] for it 
wants them to find, to learn, and to understand. But it thinks that, upon doing so, 
this will disturb and unsettle those so doing. It will, in other words, cause them to 
have to change their minds. It will change their thinking. They will come to have 
new beliefs. What this means immediately is that the text suggests that, in seeking 
and finding, the Fictions they formerly carried with them will be altered. This, 
thinks GTh, will be a marvel and will give them a more complete understanding. | 
personally like this Focus on the revolutionary change of mind. It suggests that one 
should not rest easy in one’s convictions, something Nietzsche has highlighted 
before. But note the final section of the saying and the goal of “rest”. It suggests 
that one cannot rest unless or until one has achieved this disturbing change of 
mind, this new relationship between understanding and all that exists. This attracts 
me because it is similar to the view that, unless one understands the anarchy is 
everything and everything is anarchy, then one has not, in my view, had the vital 
and necessary insight. Having had it, one should be at peace with it because it is 


literally that which has given you life and nurtured it since before you were born. 


254/ 3 Jesus said, "IF your leaders say to you, 'Look, the (Father's) kingdom is in the 
sky,’ then the birds of the sky will precede you. IF they say to you, ‘It is in the sea,' 
then the Fish will precede you. Rather, the kingdom is within you and it is outside 


nu 


you. 


The Thomas Community, a collective term for those composing and First reading 


the book, clearly did not conceive that salvation was to be found in a specific place. 
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| think this shows their wisdom for such an idea is clearly nonsense if understood in 
terms of geography. “The kingdom” or “Father’s kingdom” or, elsewhere, “kingdom 
of God” is Jewish language for that state of blessedness where God reigns 
universally and absolutely. [What “God” means here I’m not going to go into but in 
the second book of this project, at section T, there is a chapter where | speculate 
on a God, thought of as nothing, that is an “endless impossible”.] Some scholars 
today think of it dynamically as “God's reign” but these differences are not really 
important. What is more important here is the Thomas answer to the question of 
where it is to be found: “within you and... outside you”. This is a very Taoist- 
friendly answer, to imagine that the blessedness of the Absolute is an inward 
matter that is also external in a oneness. The clear implication, which many 
Christian scholars have hesitated over and tried to explain away in exegeting a very 
similar text to this in Luke 17, is that one looks to understand this kingdom inside 
oneself. What this means is that this blessedness, this knowledge, is a self- 
knowledge, a knowledge of self related to the rest of existence, something that 
can be fully present in the one obtaining it right now. This is Further explained in 


the second half of this verse. 


“When you know yourselves, then you will be known, and you will understand that 
you are children of the living Father. But if you do not know yourselves, then you 


live in poverty, and you are the poverty." 


Here “poverty” is a bad thing because it is to be without the riches the knowledge 


required is conceived as. So “rich” is this knowledge conceived as that later in the 


book it will be contrasted with physical wealth several times over. Here it is 
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expressed as an intimate relatedness to “the Father” which may be thought of as 


the Source of all things. 


255/ 4 Jesus said, "The person old in days won't hesitate to ask a little child seven 
days old about the place of life, and that person will live. For many of the First will 


be last." 


The context here is that old people are usually thought of as wise due to their 
longer experience of life whereas the young are green and inexperienced. They 
haven't yet got the years of their older Fellow humans to be able to take a wiser 
and more nuanced view of life. They don’t know what to expect nor can they 
imagine how things might pan out. Yet in this saying, in a classic turnaround, it is 
the old who are asking the young, a subversion of expectations. And, since they 
Find “life”, which is the prize on offer in this book to be sure, we may gather that 
the children, or, more pertinently, being like a child, is something good in the 
context of this book. Here it is the lack of exactly the gathered earthly wisdom we 
might imagine the elderly to have which is being praised. One must learn to see 
anew, as one who does not filter this through “the ways of the world” - certainly its 
many customary fictions - in order to spy the prize. This verse is then topped off 
with a general saying that many currently thought “first” won't understand this 
and won't “get” the twist in understanding required to understand and we may 
take this to mean that many who have their customary worldly Fictions simply 
never break out of them. Often these are those who have materially profited by 
them. But that this will not result in “life” - as this book understands that - is the 


testimony on offer here. 
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256/ 5 Jesus said, "Know what is in front of your Face, and what is hidden from you 


will be disclosed to you.” 


My response to this text is simply to ask, “What is in front of your Face?” Your 
answer should not be any of the fictions you want to say about it. Yet, once you 


have Figured out the riddle, you have Figured out everything. 


257/ 6 Jesus said, "Don't lie, and don't do what you hate, because all things are 
disclosed before heaven. After all, there is nothing hidden that will not be 


revealed, and there is nothing covered up that will remain undisclosed." 


“Heaven”, it seems, knows everything - a sentiment that can be taken in more ways 
than an old guy with a beard in the sky. | take it in the sense that everything is 
related, everything has a consequence, and, in this experiential sense, everything is 
known because it is communicated throughout the whole, no matter how local or 
relativised it may originally have been. Think “butterfly effect”. It is For this reason 
the Jesus of GTh issues two ethical sentiments - don’t lie and don’t do what you 
hate - negative formulations of honouring truth [which is not the same as fictions 
of truths] and doing to others as you would be done by others. These are hardly 
ethical novelties but their ubiquity makes its own point too. Anarchy is revealed in 
all things through its lack of desire or intent and the saying here is tolerably a 
version of, or associated thought to, such a sentiment in its general application and 
attitudinal aspect. Treating all things as you would be treated is to act without 
malice, calculation or self-interest in every respect. It is, in Fact, to simply co-exist, 


to exist together. And if you do that it will never be a matter of either a lie or 
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having your own convictions called truths. 


258/ 7 Jesus said, "Lucky is the lion that the human will eat, so that the lion 
becomes human. And foul is the human that the lion will eat, and the lion still will 


become human." 


This would normally be a saying | would skip were | writing about either the 
historical Jesus or early Christianity. But in an anarchic context it suddenly looms 
out of the page as startlingly to the point. It Focuses on biological, physical 
processes, specifically eating, but it does much more than this by pointing out how 
simply and easily and normally one thing can become another in a quite regular 
process of change. Yes, there is more going on here than this in the “lucky/Foul” 
turnabout, but that’s what | take From it. You think of you as “you”, something that 
is a collection of things and narratives, both simple and complex, yet specific. But 
just like that you could be something else entirely. Were you ever these things at 
all? Is anything the labels we give them, each fitting into more complex fictions of 
what it is in turn? Or have we literally imposed all of this on our experience as some 


useful set of Fictions? Food for thought! 


259/ 8 And he said, The person is like a wise Fisherman who cast his net into the sea 
and drew it up From the sea full of little fish. Among them the wise Fisherman 
discovered a fine large Fish. He threw all the little Fish back into the sea, and easily 


chose the large fish. Anyone here with two good ears had better listen! 
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What is valuable in life? In reading this parable what has always struck me is that its 
seen as an either/or, big Fish or little Fish. Why not all the fish? The parable tells us 
it should be an easy choice to make. Could it be a matter of simplicity For surely all 


those small Fish will be much more trouble to handle? 


260/ Jesus said, Look, the sower went out, took a handful (of seeds), and scattered 
(them). Some Fell on the road, and the birds came and gathered them. Others Fell 
on rock, and they didn't take root in the soil and didn't produce heads of grain. 
Others Fell on thorns, and they choked the seeds and worms ate them. And others 
Fell on good soil, and it produced a good crop: it yielded sixty per measure and one 


hundred twenty per measure. 


A characteristic of stories about/from Jesus is nature parables. We see nature 
highly influential in Cynic and Taoist thinking too. Its probably not too much to say 
that in all three cases it is equated with an example for human beings to follow or 
something for us to learn From. | find this deeply appropriate. After all, its literally 
From the stuff of this nature that we are made. But what is it like? Jesus imagines a 
sower and he imagines them sowing the seed which was, historically speaking, by 
throwing it out by hand. Necessarily, this wasn’t a matter of precise accuracy as the 
picture Jesus presents shows. Some might go on the road by the field to get 
walked on or rolled over. Some might get left exposed to the birds who, no doubt, 
were watching and waiting nearby for their free meal. Some would land on rocky 
soil where the ground was unfavourable for quickly setting a root and so this seed 
came to nothing. Yet more landed where, having set root, it got choked by more 


established plants or it was eaten before it was more fully established. But yet 
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other seed landed in exactly the conditions were it could grow as it should. This 
seed yielded a crop many times beyond that single seed. Doesn’t this all sound very 
random? It makes me reflect on the fact that anything grows, which means lives, at 
all. Its certainly nothing we did and it happened all by itself and no one is making 
sure it carries on happening. OF course, these days the seed has probably been 
technologized to maximise yield and the now hardy superseed will have been 
developed that can survive in harsher conditions and produce more crops. But in 
getting more from less - and not forgetting that someone has likely patented 
ownership of said seed - | can’t help feeling that in grasping for more something 
has actually been lost. And what's been lost is a naive acceptance of the enigmatic 
bounty, and anarchy, of nature. Perhaps this is a naive, romantic view. So what? Its 


a better one. 


261/ 10 Jesus said, "| have cast fire upon the world, and look, I'm guarding it until it 


blazes." 


Were this one of my historical Jesus books, I'd now be talking about 
“eschatological language” - which is what this is. The eschaton is, in a nutshell, the 
end of the world and this is the subject such language refers to. Its quite common 
in some religious contexts such as that of Jesus. Jesus, in fact, is very often 
regarded as an eschatological Figure and scholars refer to sayings like this one 
when they call him that. | have argued elsewhere that Cynics may also be seen as 
eschatological figures because in their reimagining of the world minus civilisation 
they are themselves, in effect, imagining the “end of the world” as those 


enamoured of civilisation have imagined it. Jesus is said here to have thrown fire 
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onto the world which will, of course, destroy it. He is here, then, somewhat like V in 
V for Vendetta, the destroyer getting rid of the undesirable world as it has been 
which will bring an opportunity for a new world to be created. Alan Moore had this 
in V for Vendetta as a necessary first step and, earlier, | argued that, since 
civilisation exists, as an anarchist you have to decide what needs to be done about 
that if one is going to live anarchically. Jesus here seems to have taken the “burn it 
all down” approach. In that, it doesn’t really matter if its real Fire or metaphorical 
Fire For the effect, if it is real, will be the same; a destroyed old world and a created 


new one. 


262/ 14 “When you go into any region and walk about in the countryside, when 
people take you in, eat what they serve you and heal the sick among them. After 
all, what goes into your mouth will not defile you; rather, it's what comes out of 


your mouth that will defile you." 


Let’s talk a bit about fair exchange or even reciprocity since this “Food for healing” 
that is talked about in the 14th saying of GTh is exactly what this is about. The 
setting here, which is expanded upon in the New Testament gospels, is Jesus and 
his closest Followers wandering around first century Galilee as a homeless band, or 
possibly later, post-Jesus followers of his message doing a similar thing. How are 
such people going to eat? From this saying, it seems like they are going to eat by 
being taken in by sympathetic others and fed. We are not here talking about 
indefinite stays, as other possible sources make clear. We are talking about a short 
stay, perhaps overnight. But what then of those who receive this generous 


accommodation to their needs? They are to eat what is set before them without 
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grumbling and to heal the sick. No money is involved in any of this and, in light of 
later sayings in GTh, this should be taken to be important, not least in the context 
of sayings such as 3 and 10 above in which the kingdom is an inward thing and a 
“new world” is envisaged. This new world, | argue, is one, at the very least, not 
based on money and commerce but on gifting or reciprocity. Its worth noting that 
here we are talking about people who “walk about in the countryside”. They likely 
have nothing and exist at subsistence level. They, like many Cynics of the time, 
need gifts to survive. In the second part of the saying, which talks about what 
comes from inside, we see the pay off for all this: it is about manifesting an 
appropriate ethic of existence. It doesn’t matter what you eat; it does matter what 


you say and do and so, by extension, how you live. 


263/ 16 Jesus said, "Perhaps people think that | have come to cast peace upon the 
world. They do not know that | have come to cast conflicts upon the earth: Fire, 


sword, war. 


As in saying 10, here we have more eschatology. What this seems to say is that 
ending or radically remaking the world should not be imagined as a smooth, 
peaceful task. It is violent. And one can take that literally and/or metaphorically. 
The second half of the saying, which | shall quote now, suggests that no one is 
Forced to change their mind, however. And, thus, conflict is created in a “land of do 


as you please”. 


“For there will be five in a house: there'll be three against two and two against 


three, Father against son and son against Father, and they will stand alone.” 
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264/ 18 The disciples said to Jesus, "Tell us, how will our end come?" Jesus said, 
"Have you found the beginning, then, that you are looking for the end? You see, 


the end will be where the beginning is. 


Now we get a switcheroo. If eschatology is talk about the end of the world, From 
the Greek eschatos meaning last or end, then protology is talk about the beginning 
of the world, from the Greek protos meaning first or beginning. To say that the 
end will be where the beginning is, though, is a very smartypants thing to say. It 
implies that one is in the other and we may indeed say, if we don’t think in linear 
Fashion, that the beginning of something is, from a certain point of view, always 
the end of something else. The two, not in this sense opposites, are then simply 


one. To Find a beginning is always to Find an end. And vice versa. 


“Congratulations to the one who stands at the beginning: that one will know the 


end and will not taste death." 


But what to make of this? Not tasting death, is this a comment on biological life, 
physical existence? Is the speaker imagining endless physical life in our Fragile 
human form? Unlikely. So what does not tasting death, or immortality, consist in? 
For the creators and first readers of GTh this is likely a matter of the knowledge 
and understanding to be sought which lifts them to mystical planes. For myself, | 
see it as an understanding of the universe in which all things cohere and never stop 
being a part of it and so everything is as eternal, so much a part of both beginning 
and end, as everything else. One doesn’t need knowledge to achieve this but 


perhaps does to come to terms with it - for as long as “coming to terms” with 
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things matters to any of us at all... 


265/ 22 Jesus saw some babies nursing. He said to his disciples, "These nursing 


babies are like those who enter the kingdom." 


That children are examples of those in a state perfect for receiving wisdom or 
special knowledge is not a novel thought. The idea behind it is that, because they 
have not lived very long, they haven’t had the time yet to gain experience and 
expectations which have hardened into thinking things will always be a certain 
way. In other words, they are more open to new ideas, learning and thinking 
differently. In this saying, Jesus takes this idea almost to its absurd limit because 
he is talking not about children but “nursing babies” who are not even yet really 
intellectual or thinking beings at all. What this reminds me of immediately is those 
parts of Taoist or Zen thought which eulogise no thought, knowing nothing, no 
words, etc., which is perfect in terms of an analogy to this. Nursing babies are much 
closer to those beings which simply experience things in the moment without 
Fictionalising their experience into meaningful narratives or understandings and 
Jesus in GTh, as with knowledge and wisdom givers in other spiritual and 
philosophical traditions, clearly sees some meaning and value in this - as a key toa 
door, in fact. It is people like this, people with this lack of intellectuality and 
intellectual narrativisation of their existence, who “enter the kingdom”. From my 
perspective, this only reinforces the Taoist/Zen teaching, only makes me think 
even more about the fictionalisation involved in human thinking processes, its 


nature as Fiction and its relation to reality and actuality. 
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266/ 24 His disciples said, "Show us the place where you are, for we must seek it." 
He said to them, "Anyone here with two ears had better listen! There is light within 


a person of light, and it shines on the whole world. IF it does not shine, it is dark." 


Symbology is a wonderful thing - and that despite George Carlin’s on point gag 
about “leaving symbols to the symbol-minded”. The symbols here are two of the 
oldest because most natural: light and dark. Could the light here be the knowledge 
or appropriate interpretation GTh is concerned with? How does this chime with an 
anarchistic understanding of the universe? In such a place are there absolute rights 
and wrongs? Is it such absolutes that GTh is about for could it not, instead, simply 
be a matter of contingent knowledge, locally appropriate rights and wrongs? 
Cannot what is knowledge now, and knowledge is in some senses a valuation 
rather than a fact, not be knowledge at another time and place? We think of light 
and dark as absolutes but what we call light is merely a quite narrow frequency 
band on the electromagnetic spectrum For which we developed an organ that is 
able to detect it. Light is not an absolute force but merely a contingent 
phenomenon. Were we plants, light would be food and not a means to sight as it 
enables the process of photosynthesis. So even with such seeming absolute and 
simple to understand symbols as light we find that how you interpret or use them 
shapes what they are seen as or useful For. It is these various interactions between 
things that give birth to the phenomena of the universe from which our symbols 
then come. Here light seems good and beneficial whereas dark seems to indicate 


lack. Needless to say, this is just one of multiple ways one could use these symbols. 
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267/27 "IF you do not Fast from the world, you will not find the kingdom. IF you do 


not observe the sabbath as a sabbath you will not see the Father." 


Religious practices are being recommended here for the purpose of successfully 
completing the task readers have been given. Both tasks are, in some sense, a 
matter of separating oneself from the mainstream of the world [for a focusing on 
other things]. This is an expression of something that should be obvious: what you 
exist in, what Feeds you, is what will inform your thinking. Your thinking, of course, 
is what creates your world, the context of your existence. So this is not 
unimportant. Its why, at various points in time and in various spiritual or religious 
traditions, we get the phenomenon of monks and monasteries. In Fact, the Greek 
word monachos, from which we get the word monk, is used several times in GTh. 
The basic idea is that you won't find a new way to conceive of the world if your 
head is filled with the one that’s already been created and presented to you. In 
order to change your mind or see differently something has to occur, or space has 


to be created, which can allow that to happen. 


268/ 36 Jesus said, "Do not fret, From morning to evening and from evening to 
morning, [about your food--what you're going to eat, or about your clothing--] 
what you are going to wear. [You're much better than the lilies, which neither card 


nor spin. 


This verse is somewhat of a fragmentary verse in the sparse textual evidence we 


have for it - hence the brackets. Yet its meaning is somewhat clearer and it does 


also find a parallel inside the New Testament gospels with which to compare it. 
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The setting is one of material cares, food, clothing, that type of thing. There are 
several hints throughout GTh that a number of the sayings, if not the communities 
behind them, come from a context of itinerancy, homeless wandering of people 
who essentially had nothing. There is also suggestion that Jesus himself, as a 
historical person, might actually have encouraged such a lifestyle. [The Fragment 
from saying 14, above, was a further example.] In this context, one needs to ask 
why someone would encourage people to live like this, in a way comparable to, if 
not inspired by, the Cynics, people who also cut ties with civilisation and took up 
station on its boundaries, seeing themselves as part of something much bigger, 
more permanent and much less liable to human organisation. Religious 
communities, too, have done this. In a similar part of the world, for example, we 
have the Jewish community which cut themselves off From society, Formed a 
community in the desert, and produced the Dead Sea Scrolls. In a similar time 
frame, and in a similar area, we have the figure of John the Baptist, reported as an 
ascetic desert dweller living off insects and honey. Yet, of course, if one is used to 
civilisation with its commerce and supply lines one may become somewhat anxious 
if one is suddenly expected to forage or even beg for daily needs. Such appears to 


have happened here and Jesus has a word of comfort as a result. 


But the question still remains unanswered, “Why choose to live like this?” It is, | 
think, all part of the mentality we saw recommended in the previous note, one of 
needing to separate oneself from the world to be able to think differently about 
the world in regard to the world. | mentioned monks in that context and one 
alternative to locking oneself in a cell in the desert, as later Christian monks did, or 


building monasteries, as even later Christian monks did, is to wander homelessly as 
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an itinerant. [One will recall that Buddhism had its “mendicants” too and such are 
mentioned Frequently in the Dhammapada.] So, such people are creating space For 
themselves to come to new understandings about themselves and their existence. 
Throughout GTh knowledge about what is inward is being recommended. Sayings 
such of this which mention poverty or itinerancy, and its associated travails, go 
hand in hand with this where those concerned have had to unhitch themselves 
From civilisation to carry out their task. It is hard to imagine and live in another 
world [and we should recall saying 3 here which tells us this world is “within you 
and outside you”] if one is fully integrated into a different one already. At some 


point, a conscious uncoupling needs to occur as we even see in V for Vendetta. 


269/ 39 Jesus said, "The Pharisees and the scholars have taken the keys of 
knowledge and have hidden them. They have not entered nor have they allowed 
those who want to enter to do so. As for you, be as sly as snakes and as simple as 


doves.” 


The Pharisees and scholars are some of the traditional bad guys of gospel 
tradition, a phenomenon often not helped by liberal doses of Christian 
antisemitism and historical misunderstanding. Such people are often portrayed as 
hard-hearted legalists, which is perhaps not quite true, in opposition to a Jesus 
who is much more compassionate and understanding. That is, in any case, until 
others come along and point out that Jesus and the Pharisees weren’t actually that 
different, if you read the gospels, for both wanted the Jewish Torah to apply to 
the whole of life. All they differed on was how to go about that. But | digress. In 


the context of GTh we find the Pharisees here portrayed as those who have 
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wrapped up the search For knowledge in processes and practices. The text does 
not say they have any knowledge but it does say they have “the keys”. Into this we 
may read the many legal observances over and above the Torah that the Pharisees 
Saw as a means to honouring those that are within it. We see Flashes of this in the 
New Testament gospels, such as in Mark 2, where the Pharisees and others have 
attempted to codify behaviour in order to honour their religious traditions. Here 
this is seen as blocking the way, not only to themselves but everyone else as well. 
In light of other texts in GTh, we can perhaps understand why since, in GTh, the 
knowledge that is sought is not imagined in terms of an outward performance 
anyway; its a matter of inward or self-knowledge. The Pharisees, then, are seen as 
a distraction or a misdirection, a calling to external performance in the world as 
opposed to a reimagining of a new one from within [which may require your 
dislocation From the world you used to inhabit]. What Jesus recommends instead 
of this is a clever innocence which, once more, reminds us of the Taoist/Zen “know 


nothing” or “cease to cherish your own opinions”. 


270/ 42 Jesus said, "Be passersby." 


GTh 42 has no known parallels in any other gospel literature yet there are 
numerous texts, inside and outside the New Testament, which have a presumed 
social location of itinerancy. This text clearly hits that social location squarely on 
the head and is taken by many to be a straightforward recommendation of an 
itinerant lifestyle, something which would not seem out of place with the thinking 
concerned in GTh but also in other strands of gospel literature. | have already given 


some reasons as to why this might be the case and how it fits in with the activity of 
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thinking of the world a different way. Yet it is also possible, although | regard it as 
more unlikely, that this saying is to be taken metaphorically. In that case, the text 
would be recommending that we pass through the world without letting any of it 
to stick to us. This itself is a profound interpretation for, as | myself mused upon 
waking this morning, For over 13 billion years none of us existed. Then, briefly, we 
did. Then, perhaps for 13 billion years more, we will not exist again. Each of us 
there did not even exist for a comparative blink of the eye. In one sense, then, 
being told to be “passersby” is rather absurd - for what else could we be? Yet, of 
course, in human context, we take this augenblick of time we have to be 
considerable [even if its really nothing] and so this saying then comes into its own. 
One could, in fact, marry the literal and metaphorical interpretations together here 
for, either way, Jesus is telling us not to let the world stick to us. We should pass 
on by with our own inward knowledge intact and unaffected by the fictions of the 


world. 


271/ 51 His disciples said to him, "When will the rest for the dead take place, and 
when will the new world come?" He said to them, "What you are looking forward to 


has come, but you don't know it." 


Yet more on the subjects of the world as it is, states of being and the realisation of 
knowledge/beliefs held. We saw already in GTh 3 that knowledge concerning these 
was not regarded as being a matter of a place. Here it is not regarded as a [Future] 
time either For Jesus regards the problem to be not that the required situation or 
state of being hasn’t come or might come in the Future but, rather, that those 


asking simply aren’t aware of what is going on around them. Their problem is what 
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they know and don’t know rather than some imagined cosmic timetable. | Find this 
interesting since, taking another place and a different time off the table, one really 
leaves it down to what and how one knows anything at all right here, right now. 
This, in fact, is probably always the most important question, one addressed 
precisely in the metaphor of the dreamer and the dream | was using earlier in the 
book. How does one know anything, and how does one know that one knows? How 


could one know differently? GTh has already tried giving some answers of its own. 


272/ 54 Jesus said, "Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs Heaven's 


kingdom." 


The eulogising of poverty is paradigmatically Cynic in that it praises the very state 
one would be in once one has cast aside civilisation and its currency. Here in GTh, 
as elsewhere in parallel statements, Jesus praises those in this state of existence, 
saying that the prize in view, Heaven's kingdom, is theirs. Its worth noting that 
nowhere else in any Jesus literature of any kind, is Jesus reported to say that this 
kingdom belongs to any other kind of person. It really is quite remarkable and 
matches very well with more anarchic mindsets such as the Cynic or the Taoist as 
that’s represented, for example, in the book of Zhuangzi with its own praise of lack 
of fame and wealth. Jesus may not be so much an anarchist but he certainly sees 
the benefit in detaching From civilisation - and in a way that should shame and 
embarrass all those who seek to Fit him and his words into a normalised, civilised 
life as if it were just part of the furniture. Jesus blesses those with nothing, the 
detached and itinerant, and even recommends such a lifestyle here in GTh, often in 


sayings with New Testament parallels. Too bad that he, too, has been fictionalised 
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and domesticated by the world to soften and blur our ability to see him as one 
opposed to civilisation and custom rather than as one offering some sanctified 
version of it. It is in his statements primarily about poverty and itinerancy that we 
see Jesus the radical opposed, in very material ways, to civilisation and the world. 
Whatever the kingdom is that Jesus talks about, its values are not those of 
“civilised human beings” for where in civilisation do you ever see the poor, the 
itinerant, the destitute, honoured - or even noticed? The kingdom of Jesus is the 


kingdom of these uncivilised nobodies. 


273/ 58 Jesus said, "Congratulations to the person who has toiled and has found 


life." 


GTh 58 is a saying any Cynic could have said. In fact, its not even really a religious 
nor even spiritual saying at all. The Cynic, with their examples of Heracles or 
Odysseus, would well understand life as a matter of labour or toil or struggle. 
What matters is to press on until the end, something important when one reads, in 
the same book here, of being congratulated if you are poor, outside civilisation, 
worrying about food and clothing, and hoping to be taken in for the night by a 
Friendly Face, all things we Find in GTh. Life, For the adherent of this teaching, is 
considerably less settled, and so more anarchic, than a civilised life in a settled 


home. But itis, thinks this Jesus, something to be congratulated For. 


274/ 63 Jesus said, There was a rich person who had a great deal of money. He said, 


"| shall invest my money so that | may sow, reap, plant, and fill my storehouses with 


produce, that | may lack nothing." These were the things he was thinking in his 
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heart, but that very night he died. Anyone here with two ears had better listen! 


Did you know that Jesus was anti-wealth? OF course, you wouldn’t think it looking 
at a modern superchurch with its 24/7 “donate here” campaigns and its ministers 
who live in the more exclusive parts of town. You wouldn’t even believe it in the 
more humble surroundings of the Anglican church, a church which trades on the 
stock market and houses its higher orders of clergy in places literally called 
palaces. No, its Fair to say many of the modern day Followers of Jesus have decided 
that his message was one of wealth, fame and success. Needless to say, | think 
they’ve swallowed civilisation whole and entire and completely missed the point of 
what Jesus himself actually said. The Fact is that a saying like GTh 63 is entirely 
incompatible with any notion that the message of Jesus was about wealth, fame or 
success. It was the complete opposite - as even the Few sayings from GTh | am 
commenting on here are doing a fine job of demonstrating. Jesus takes specific 
and repeated aim at money, especially hoarded money which we term wealth. Can 
anyone genuinely read this and think Jesus in Favour of it or the lifestyle that leads 
to it? It would beggar belief to think so. As said before, Jesus eulogises the poor. 
He never eulogises or even recommends wealth, often, instead, criticising those 
who have it or rely on it. In this, he is more Cynic than civilised. Anyone here with 


two ears had better listen! 


275/ 64 Jesus said, A person was receiving guests. When he had prepared the 
dinner, he sent his slave to invite the guests. The slave went to the first and said to 
that one, "My master invites you." That one said, "Some merchants owe me money; 


they are coming to me tonight. | have to go and give them instructions. Please 
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excuse me from dinner." The slave went to another and said to that one, "My 
master has invited you." That one said to the slave, "| have bought a house, and | 
have been called away for a day. | shall have no time." The slave went to another 
and said to that one, "My master invites you." That one said to the slave, "My friend 
is to be married, and | am to arrange the banquet. | shall not be able to come. 
Please excuse me from dinner." The slave went to another and said to that one, 
"My master invites you." That one said to the slave, "| have bought an estate, and | 
am going to collect the rent. | shall not be able to come. Please excuse me." The 
slave returned and said to his master, "Those whom you invited to dinner have 
asked to be excused." The master said to his slave, "Go out on the streets and bring 
back whomever you Find to have dinner." Buyers and merchants [will] not enter the 


places of my Father. 


Just in case you didn’t get this the last time around, GTh gives us another anti- 
wealth parable of Jesus, this time set in the context of an eschatological banquet. 
The question readers should be asking is, “Who will be called to this banquet of the 
blessed?” A servant is sent out by the banquet-giver but, in each case [including the 
one preparing a wedding], they were all more concerned with their commercial 
activities than attending the banquet, a banquet seen in eschatological mythology 
as one thrown by God for those who have entered into the blessedness of his 
kingdom. So what happens? The master [i.e. God] throws the banquet open to 
everyone [“whomever you find”] without distinction. The parable ends [uniquely in 
the recitation in GTh, it must be said] with the condemnation of those engaged ina 
commercial lifestyle. Taken alone, of course, this might simply be a salutary tale. 


But, adding it to all the rest we've read so far, it starts to look like a settled 
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attitude and an orientation to life. In this kingdom, then, we now learn, it is not the 
rich and wealthy who go to the banquets of the blessed, its anybody - and that 
even includes the poor and the itinerant nobodies the civilised world would disdain 
and despise. Civilisation does not run how this kingdom Jesus is talking about runs. 
At all. Jesus, we may start to say with some conviction, in this recitation is anti- 


civilisation, anti-commerce, anti-money, anti-wealth. 


276/ 65 He said, A [...] person owned a vineyard and rented it to some farmers, so 
they could work it and he could collect its crop from them. He sent his slave so the 
farmers would give him the vineyard's crop. They grabbed him, beat him, and 
almost killed him, and the slave returned and told his master. His master said, 
"Perhaps he didn't know them." He sent another slave, and the Farmers beat that 
one as well. Then the master sent his son and said, "Perhaps they'll show my son 
some respect." Because the farmers knew that he was the heir to the vineyard, 
they grabbed him and killed him. Anyone here with two ears had better listen! 

GTh has a third parable about wealth and attainment but this one is slightly 
different and requires a little theological background knowledge. In Jewish 
context, God was thought to be the owner of the land. So, if you had a field, you 
were, Fictively speaking, borrowing [or renting] it from God. So when Jesus talks 
about a person who owns a vineyard, the theological context is that this person 
could be regarded, mythologically speaking, as God. But what happens? The owner 
sends people to collect [think prophets if the owner is God] but they get badly 
treated [see the Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, for details]. He then sends his son 
[Jesus himself in Christian recitation] and then these same workers kill him 


because he is the heir to the land which they work. If he’s dead, its to their financial 
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benefit. There are lots of things going on here, not least the economic realities and 
necessities set up by ownership, renting, wages and payments, etc. One cannot 
help asking how much easier it would be without any of these things and how 
demotivating to the actions of the workers in the parable it would be if there was 
no imagined gain or loss in the work or in having property. Their actions are 
motivated solely by gain in a world of gain and loss, a fictional narrative told about 
the world by people in the world. The point of the parable is to look beyond this, 
however, or to set one thinking about the different realities of the world in which 
we live, one of rich owners and struggling day workers. The point is the world does 
not have to be imagined as a world of profit and loss, gain and wealth, having or 
not having. That it is, is because we choose to or don’t labour to change it. This, in 
many respects, is one of the points of GTh which is consistently against the 
viewpoint of wealth, gain, money, and its civilised setting. What kind of world do 
we live in when everything comes down to gain and wealth, Finance, commerce and 
getting an advantage? Why has the fiction of such a world been allowed to take 


hold? 


277/67 Jesus said, "Those who know all, but are lacking in themselves, are utterly 


lacking." 


With this saying we are back to concentrating on the inward again. This time the 
saying goes so far as to suggest that you could know everything about externals 
but this wouldn’t add up to anything For it is what you have inwardly that counts. 
The ubiquitous ancient Greek saying “Know thyself” would then seem to be of 


some value - if we could Figure out what it, and this, meant. But what does it mean 
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to know yourself, to be the opposite of “lacking in themselves”? Clearly, should we 


read saying 70, it is regarded as of importance, a matter of life and death: 


70 Jesus said, "IF you bring forth what is within you, what you have will save you. IF 


you do not have that within you, what you do not have within you [will] kill you." 


What it is not is a matter of knowledge of things. Inward knowledge is not a matter 
of facts. It might be a matter of ethics or attitude though, especially if we take a 


saying like saying 45, which | passed over previously, into account: 


45 Jesus said, "Grapes are not harvested from thorn trees, nor are Figs gathered 
From thistles, for they yield no fruit. Good persons produce good from what 
they've stored up; bad persons produce evil from the wickedness they've stored up 
in their hearts, and say evil things. For from the overflow of the heart they produce 


evil." 


So this inward stuff, without which we would be lacking, might be said to have 
ethical content in the context of the book more widely considered. But this could 
then be taken to mean something along the lines of “know what you are” and, 
knowing what you are, you then become what you are. All this smacks to me, as in 
saying 3, of being a matter of knowing what is “within you” in the context of what 
is “outside you”; in other words, a matter of relationship. Clearly, in saying 67, it is 
articulated that some answers are regarded as better than others if we should 
regard this as a matter of “answers” at all which, in the context of the book as a 


whole, I'm not sure we should because it seems there to be a matter of much more 


831 


than knowledge thought of as answers to questions. Its more a matter of 
character, attitude, orientation, relationship and ethical practice. The “what is 
within you” is knowledge thought of as a kind of enlightenment [and note that 
light appears in the book several times] and so is not simply answers to questions 
at all. It would be nearer to “realisation” or waking up as opposed to being asleep. 


Sound Familiar? 


278/ 75 Jesus said, "There are many standing at the door, but those who are alone 


will enter the bridal suite." 


Earlier | mentioned that the Greek word monachos, from which we get the English 
word “monk,” was used in this book. Here is an example as this is the Greek word 
ultimately behind the word “alone” here. Once more a prize is set before readers 
and once more a state or condition is set before them to achieve it. What is here 
promoted is a singularity of mind or purpose which, once more, reinforces the idea 
that one must separate from the world to achieve the prize. We may now 
increasingly think of this as a physical and not simply a metaphorical separation - as 
some histories of the people behind the formation of this book suggest and as 
some reconstructions of the life of the historical Jesus suggest too. It is entirely 
possible that a Jesus who preached unhitching yourself from the processes and 
procedures of religious and civil authority to form a new community along 
different, less commercial lines, inspired communities who thought they were 
doing the same in his name. Such would ultimately be no different to people being 
inspired to give up their wealth by Diogenes to become wandering random 


preachers of virtue like Crates and Hipparchia. 
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279/77 Jesus said, "| am the light that is over all things. | am all: From me all came 
forth, and to me all attained. Split a piece of wood; | am there. Lift up the stone, 


and you will find me there." 


This verse, which mentions Jesus as “the light” much as John 8:12 does, stands as a 
religious acknowledgment of the esteem in which the adherents of this book’s 
teaching hold him in. But that is not why | am commenting on it now. In a world of 
random gods worshipped around the globe, one may make one’s own choices 
about which ones to pay attention to or even to notice. Religious impulses and 
their deeply naturalistic motivations are not, in my view, something to be despised 
for they are among the deepest and most primitive urges we have. | regard it 
partly as a recognition of our fallibility and our subordination to the greater forces 
we see all around us, something, in this sense, appropriate, in other words. So | 
view a person with a genuinely held and peacefully practiced religious belief as 
something that is understandable enough - and someone to be left to mind their 
own business about it. But what is interesting in this saying is the “split a piece of 
wood... lift up a stone” part of the saying. Jesus is seen as the source of everything 
here [again, much as in the canonical Gospel of John] and his immanence is 
eulogized. This notion that the source and vital essence of life and the activity of 
the universe is immanent in all things - whether you think that is Jesus or 
something else, something more abstract and anarchic - is a very attractive one, in 
my view. | can well understand why those who wrote GTh came to say such a thing 
for | can well understand why this light they see Jesus as must be seen to 
penetrate everything, unifying it as something which coheres through this active 


agent which they regard as Jesus himself. Everything that is created, this text says, 
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was Created together and is to be holistically considered. It is Jesus, in the view of 
this book, which is that which holds it as one. | hold onto the holism, anarchistically 
so, whilst being more dubious about Jesus’ part in it all. That is a matter For the 
writers and readers of GTh. The more important point, with which | agree, is that in 
the smallest, most insignificant thing, under a rock, in a split piece of wood, you 
hold that which holds everything together in your hands. All you need to do is 


recognise it. 


280/ 78 Jesus said, "Why have you come out to the countryside? To see a reed 
shaken by the wind? And to see a person dressed in soft clothes, [like your] rulers 
and your powerful ones? They are dressed in soft clothes, and they cannot 


understand truth." 


In other gospels the first two thirds of this saying apply to John the Baptist, a 
Jewish Figure of the first century CE like Jesus himself and one Jesus is thought to 
have met and even been mentored by. In saying 46 of GTh, which | passed over 
previously without comment, he is regarded as a significant figure of the time. He 
was later murdered by King Herod Antipas, not least because he had made pointed 
remarks about him and his activities. Interestingly, however, GTh 78 shears this 
text away From reference to John to Baptist and just talks about people who have 
left the towns and villages and “come out to the countryside”, something which 
seems to be pointing towards itinerancy once again. But, in this context, the 
itinerancy is that of Jesus for he talks of his hearers’ “rulers and powerful ones”. 
Note how the text doesn’t make it sound like Jesus regards them as his! What is 


the defining characteristic of such people? It is the rather Cynic-like observation 


834 


that people "dressed in soft clothes” - an interesting way to describe the civilised 
to be sure - “cannot understand truth”. It needs to be clearly understood that one 
goes with the other here. It is, it seems to me, because such rulers and powerful 
ones [and those like them] are the soft clothes wearing denizens of civilisation that 
they “cannot understand truth”. This saying, then, is one more piece of evidence 
for separating yourself from civilisation in order to gain the knowledge, thought of 
as enlightenment which changes character, which leads to that state the book 
imagines you need to be in to, as it says at the start, “not taste death”. In other 
words, part of the programme of the community upon which this text was first 
based was probably, whether following the historically actual words and deeds of 
Jesus or simply imagining that had been the case, to be those who saw themselves 
as a community which needed to be separate from mainstream civilisation in order 
to grasp the truths they wanted to see. Again and again we find this refrain that if 
you want to think differently you must do so from a different social location. What 


goes in must affect what comes out. 


281/ 81 Jesus said, "Let one who has become wealthy reign, and let one who has 


power renounce [it]." 


110 Jesus said, "Let one who has found the world, and has become wealthy, 


renounce the world." 


Here | have taken two separate, but clearly related, sayings together for | think 


GTh 110 illuminates GTh 81. The matters at hand are wealth, power and 


renunciation. Sometimes scholars and other readers of GTh seem to make heavy 
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weather of interpreting this but I’m not sure why as, to me, it seems pretty 
straightforward. GTh 81 has a parallelistic structure which goes a1/ wealth b1/ 
reign, a2/ power b2/ renounce. Wealth and power are two words for the same idea 
even as reign and renounce are meant to be parallel as well. But there is clearly a 
twist in “renounce” which does not mean the same as reigning but, instead, the 
opposite. Read this way | think the text is to be read much as another famous 


saying of Jesus which GTh repeats at GTh 100: 


100 They showed Jesus a gold coin and said to him, "The Roman emperor's people 
demand taxes from us." He said to them, "Give the emperor what belongs to the 


emperor, give God what belongs to God, and give me what is mine." 


Here the point of the saying is that, yes, Caesar exists, civilisation exists, it makes 
demands upon us. But [in the thought of the speaker and his hearers at least] God 
exists and [in this version of the saying at least] Jesus exists as a heavenly revealer 
too. What is owed to the latter two is surely greater than to the Former and, 
equally surely, relativises and contextualises what is owed to the former? So, 
coming back to GTh 81, if we read it in similar Fashion, and taking the rest of the 
book's attitude to wealth and power into account, this can only be seen as a 
somewhat contradictory imprecation to give up wealth and power [where, of 
course, one might very easily go with the other]. This is what GTh 110 says rather 
more straightforwardly and so is suggestive of such an interpretation here. But 
there is a possible variant interpretation which, in the end, comes to mean the 
same thing. “Wealth” does not have to mean physical wealth. It could mean the 


wealth imagined if one had the knowledge this book seeks from the words of 
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Jesus. IF it does mean that then it means one who has this wealth should indeed 
“reign”. Then the saying Functions as a contrast saying for the “power” of the 
second half is the earthly power that may be consequent upon earthly wealth. 
People with that kind of wealth and power, as in GTh 110, should indeed renounce 
it in the wisdom of GTh. Either way, then, GTh 81 is a saying against earthly wealth 
and power, something that would, as other sayings of GTh, fit well in a Cynic frame 


of reference which decries this basis of human civilisation. 


282/ 82 Jesus said, "Whoever is near me is near the fire, and whoever is far From 


me is Far From the kingdom." 


More parallelism here as “Jesus” and “kingdom” Function as the same idea. But 
both Function as “fire” which is my point in commenting on this saying from GTh. 
Fire is a very anarchic image. It can be thought of benevolently as that thing which 
warms us or cooks our food, so keeping us alive. But it can also be thought of as 
almost the ultimate destructive Force, something which, without mercy, destroys 
everything in its path. So for Jesus to say to be near him is to be near the fire is a 
very anarchistic thing to say for who knows, from one minute to the next, how the 
“Fire” will go and how hard it will be to control the flames, if they can be controlled 


at all? 


283/ 86 Jesus said, "[Foxes have] their dens and birds have their nests, but human 


beings have no place to lay down and rest." 
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Well, the itinerant ones who have forsaken civilisation don’t anyway. Yet | see in 
this saying something more than this when read against the context of the rest of 
the book, which is surely a meaningful context. Some of this context, which | have 
largely ignored in my commentary as it was a distraction, is to do with 
metaphysical speculation and a form of mystical Platonism. | see in this saying, in 
this context, a suggestion that perhaps we are thought of as not of earth, part of a 
more cosmic, more mysterious, context... the universe as a whole. Hard to regard 
“civilisation”, a quite localist and homespun notion against this background, as 
one’s natural home if one thinks so Far beyond it. It exposes “civilisation” as exactly 


the Fiction it is and such Fictions as themselves fictional. 


284/ 89 Jesus said, "Why do you wash the outside of the cup? Don't you 
understand that the one who made the inside is also the one who made the 


outside?" 


In Mark’s Gospel this question is part of a dialogue about the Pharisees and their 
means of making all life acceptable before God. Here this excerpt of that is made 
to serve the purpose of contrasting the inside with the outside. The point is that 
washing the outside of something never touches the inside and, as we have read, it 
is the inside which counts most from the point of view of the book. It is, in Fact, 
what comes from inside which can cleanse the outside, something which is never 
thought to work the other way around. IF one converts such thought to the context 
of knowledge or truth or interpretation, such as GTh as a whole manifestly does, 
then this saying, as others, is a matter of getting your interpretational attitude 


right and this then percolating throughout your entire being. It is about what's 
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inside. 


285/ 91 They said to him, "Tell us who you are so that we may believe in you." He 
said to them, "You examine the face of heaven and earth, but you have not come 
to know the one who is in your presence, and you do not know how to examine the 


present moment.” 


GTh 91 addresses a major problem: how would one know how to examine the 
present moment? How should we understand our experience? The phrase “You 
examine the face of heaven and earth” is an interesting one, especially if 
contrasted with “the one who is in your presence” and “the present moment”. The 
speaker, in these latter places, is very much interested in the ability to examine 
things present and it seems we are meant to regard these differently to examining 
heaven and earth, one imagines habitually in the course of our normal lives. It is 
interesting, however, in the face of the context, that in answer to the question 
which sets up the answer, “he” [assumed to be Jesus] does not tell them who he is 
but expects them to figure any answer out for themselves. This is totally in line 
with the rest of the book where Jesus may have words to speak but its up to the 
hearers to find what is meaningful in them. It is “whoever discovers the 
interpretation of these sayings” that will not taste death and thus is preserved the 
notion of a constant need for interpretation at the personal level which is to say 
that this is how each one of us comes to understand anything. The key, from this 
saying, seems to be in properly understanding/interpreting the present, the only 
moment that ever actually does exist - for the past is a narrative we tell and retell 


ourselves, changing it in the process like a touched up version of the original Star 
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Wars Films in the hands of George Lucas, and the future is an illusion we cast in 


Front of us. How we do that is here left as an enigma, however. 


286/ 95 [Jesus said], "IF you have money, don't lend it at interest. Rather, give [it] 


to someone from whom you won't get it back." 


| have a history being trained in literary and historical biblical scholarship and my 
specialisation when | was a postgraduate student of such things was the historical 
Jesus, a subject about which | have written six books of my own, including an 
original PhD thesis. | mention this only because it should indicate that | have some 
above ordinary level of Familiarity with the texts that address Jesus as a historical 
figure and that are used to attempt to reconstruct him as a historical person. The 
Gospel of Thomas is one of such a matrix of texts. Now in all of these texts one 
comes across various sayings and parables it is claimed Jesus spoke. Of all of them, 
this saying here at GTh 95 is my Favourite. Why | like it so much is because it gives 
an image of Jesus totally at odds not only with religious pictures of Jesus, For it is 
not religious at all and the Jesus speaking it is not concerned with faith or salvation 
or other such religious constructions, but the Jesus speaking here is also 
completely at odds with civilisation, for he is telling people to Forget about Finance 
and commerce and to simply give things away. Jesus is telling people to gift money 
rather then lend it or loan it and it is made quite explicit that the giver should 
actually give it to people whom they know full well will not [because can’t] give it 
back. Civilisation, as we have created it, could not work on this basis although we 
do know of societies in the past, albeit we might snootily call them “primitive 


societies,” which did operate by means of the gift. In Fact, there is a rich vein of 
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anthropological scholarship about this. This saying, then, might as well say “Don’t 


nu 
! 


engage in Financial transactions, gift things!” In context, this can only be seen as 
part of an ethic Jesus recommends as part of a differing configuration of human 
co-existence that he imagines and this community behind GTh promotes. It is not 
one based on wealth accumulation but gifting as we can see in this saying here and 


the several others that have criticised wealth and/or eulogized poverty. Jesus in 


GTh, then, doesn’t fit into civilisation because he is its critic. 


287/ 96 Jesus [said], “The Father's kingdom is like [a] woman. She took a little 
leaven, [hid] it in dough, and made it into large loaves of bread. Anyone here with 


nu 
! 


two ears had better listen 


97 Jesus said, “The [Father's] kingdom is like a woman who was carrying a [jar] Full 
of meal. While she was walking along [a] distant road, the handle of the jar broke 
and the meal spilled behind her [along] the road. She didn't know it; she hadn't 
noticed a problem. When she reached her house, she put the jar down and 


discovered that it was empty.” 


98 Jesus said, “The Father's kingdom is like a person who wanted to kill someone 
powerful. While still at home he drew his sword and thrust it into the wall to Find 


out whether his hand would go in. Then he killed the powerful one.” 


Now we have a run of parables in GTh. The first compares the kingdom with a 


woman who puts yeast into dough and bakes loaves of bread, a staple Food of 


many throughout the ages. The second has the kingdom as like a woman carrying a 
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jar which leaks its contents. The third has the kingdom as like an assassin practicing 
the death blow. The first parable here seems to emphasise the kingdom's 
inscrutability as it works, unseen, to make the bread rise. This would work well with 
a conception of reality as, in various interpretations, hidden from us in our 
everyday comprehension of the world - but active nevertheless. The kingdom, 
after all, is not imagined in GTh to be so obvious in its presence and activity that 
everyone recognises it. The point of the book is exactly that it takes insight and 
interpretation. [In the same way | would view the spiritual or philosophically 
conceived “anarchy of the universe” as similar to “kingdom” here.] The second, 
again, points out that the kingdom is being spread but the woman doing the 
spreading is doing so quite literally behind her own back. A random event like the 
handle breaking off the jar leads to the kingdom being spread quite chaotically. 
This we might describe as the anarchy of a universe that nothing controls and in 
which what can happen, will happen. In events like this, it can spread the kingdom. 
In imaginable others, it might not. The third, in contrast, highlights preparation and 
even deliberation which makes success more secure and more likely. So whilst the 
kingdom and anarchy might be compared in the First two parables, in the third it is 
more the case that if you want to do something then you need to concentrate on 
it. We might here suggest, in this context, that anarchy, politically conceived, 
doesn’t happen by itself. This is an interesting mix when we recall that GTh talks 
about the kingdom, something dynamically conceived, but also discusses a 
knowledge, insight or interpretation people need to get to comprehend what that 
kingdom is even about. IF we apply it to anarchistic thought it reminds us that 
anarchy, like the kingdom, is always in play, recognised or not, but if we want to 


increase it or manifest it then we need to act. 
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288/ 99 The disciples said to him, "Your brothers and your mother are standing 
outside." He said to them, "Those here who do what my Father wants are my 
brothers and my mother. They are the ones who will enter my Father's kingdom." 

Saying 99 links into some other interesting thought from Diogenes but | am not for 
a moment suggesting one directly influences the other. You will recall it was 
suggested of Diogenes that he thought wives could be shared and that the 
children of such offspring should be held in common by a society. This notion that 
wives and children are not to be bonded exclusively to one man or thought of 
together as one Family unit is quite a radical thought and would still be so even 
2,350 years after it might First have been mentioned by Diogenes himself. So what 
of Jesus? Jesus is told, in a story we seem to have in Fuller form in Mark’s Gospel, 
chapter 3, that his mother and brothers are outside. These we should think of as 
his Familial relations, his actual birth mother and genetic brothers [these are 
named in Mark]. But what is his attitude towards them once he is told they are 
outside [in Mark, they have come to collect him]? We can only say it is to disdain 
them and relativise them and, indeed, to prefer “those here who do what my 
Father wants” [God, not Joseph!] over against them. Jesus, then, creates a new 
family and replaces his biological one with them in a new construction of Family 
based on pragmatics not genetics, based on kingdom criteria and not everyday 
criteria. In other words, Jesus creates a new pragmatically-based Family which 


supersedes the one civilisation would recognise. 


289/ 109 Jesus said, “The (Father's) kingdom is like a person who had a treasure 


hidden in his Field but did not know it. And [when] he died he left it to his [son]. The 


son [did] not know about it either. He took over the Field and sold it. The buyer 
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went plowing, [discovered] the treasure, and began to lend money at interest to 


whomever he wished.” 


This saying is quite unique in GTh in one way - for it is the only saying which 
discusses “lend[ing] money at interest” without any negative comment. The 
reason, | think, is because the point of the saying, as in several others, is not this 
time to criticise wealth or commerce but to emphasise the different riches that are 
the kingdom. These riches are imagined as like treasure lying hidden in a field, 
there but unrecognised, much as | would compare anarchy with the kingdom in this 


respect. It is riches - but only if you recognise it as such. Interpretation is all. 


290/ 111 Jesus said, "The heavens and the earth will roll up in your presence, and 
whoever is living From the living one will not see death." Does not Jesus say, 


"Those who have found themselves, of them the world is not worthy"? 


Here those “living From the living one”, in a piece of eschatological speech, are 
paralleled with “those who have found themselves”, something which, as in 
previous sayings, prioritises the inward as a means to contextualising the outward. 
This is seen as a revolutionary and a salvatory act befitting the spiritual and 
interpretative context. When you come to understand yourself rightly you are 


regarded as, in some sense, beyond the everyday world of civilisation. 


291/ 113 His disciples said to him, "When will the kingdom come?" "It will not come 


by watching For it. It will not be said, 'Look, here!’ or 'Look, there!’ Rather, the 


Father's kingdom is spread out upon the earth, and people don't see it." 
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In the penultimate saying of GTh we are back to discussing times and places in this 
spiritually conceived community. Once again, and very much as | would do with the 
idea of anarchy, it is asserted that the kingdom is neither a time nor a place but a 
present reality. | recall, once again, the earlier thought | mentioned of Alan 
Moore’s. Anarchy is where we already live and where we already are and what it 
looks like is something that we should not let deceive us. Anarchy, as, apparently, 
“the Father's kingdom”, is not something that looks a certain way or appears in a 
certain manifestation, but it is already “spread out upon the earth”. This is it and its 
happening right now. What it is then, in both cases, From human perspective, is a 
matter of interpretation, understanding or recognition. In other language used in 
similar sayings in the book, it is something held “within”. “People don’t see it”, says 


Jesus. But the testimony of the book is that they potentially could. Indeed, that’s 


why the book exists. 


292/ So that is my wandering through the Gospel of Thomas, the book of a spiritual 
community formed post-Jesus by those who revere him as a heavenly revealer. It is 
a book that has a tone of anti-civilisation, one that eulogises poverty and the poor 
and recommends itinerancy, giving advice For how one should live as an itinerant. It 
condemns both wealth and commerce and the merchants and landowners who 
partake in, and profit from, it. It tells those who want to be within the blessedness 
it describes as God’s kingdom, which is what this anti-civilisation community is 
modelling, to give all their money away, something which makes it hard to 
differentiate said people from the attitude of Cynics. It is a book which models a 
kind of spiritually-inspired anarchy, at least in its anti-civilisation aspects and in the 


Formations of new communities along lines civilisation would not recognise. As the 
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itinerant poor, such people would be naturally more prey to the natural 
vicissitudes of existence being, as they would be, without work, home and Family. 
In its eschatological aspects, which are several, this community looks For the end of 
regular civilisation. It regards this as a blind For the eyes which demotivates people 
from judging their experience and existence in other, more beneficial ways. 
Specifically, it regards civilisation as a grand misdirection From the inward, that 
which, rightly interpreted, provides the proper context for the external world. “The 
world is more than it seems” is what this Jesus says. It is the task of the Thomas 
people to get with that programme, to catch the fire that Jesus says this anarchic, 
anti-civilisation kingdom is. And so from a community that wanted to give all their 
money away we move to a more modern anarchist who wanted to abolish money 


entirely. .. 


293/ Abolish Money! By Kotoku Shusui [Yorozu Choho “Morning News”, 9th 
February 1900]. When bacteria enter a person’s bloodstream, so that person's 
health is gradually undermined. It is the same with money as with bacteria. Since 
money has unlimited power in the world, the ways of the world are bound to be 
increasingly debased. Step by step, morality is bound to be ruined and human 
nature Faced with corruption. In the end, society is driven to destruction. There are 
people calling for the abolition of prostitution, waxing indignant over the 
depravity of the gentry, advocating the reform of popular customs urging that 
morality be improved ... and so on. Yet, it seems to me that at times like these, 
when money is needed even to get hold of a volume dealing with the subject of 
morality or to gain admission to a half-day course of lectures, all the endless 


chatter of their sermonising is utterly Futile. 
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Nobody willingly becomes a prostitute. Nobody willingly sells their honour. There 
is nobody who does not want popular customs to be reformed or who does not 
want morality to be improved. Yet the reason why things work out differently is 


simply because of money. 


Instead of people putting so much effort into overworking their tongues and 
wearing out their pens it would be better for them to give priority to 
demonstrating the omnipotent power of money. IF one does not get rid of money, 
then one cannot destroy the omnipotent power which money exercises in other 
spheres. To put it another way, unless one abolishes the necessity For money in this 


world, it is quite impossible to improve the ways of the world or human nature. 


Someone who has no money cannot live. This is the way the world is at present. Yet 
even in today’s corrupt society, no-one could say that this is right and proper. Truly, 
a person lives by other things than money. Over and above money, there is 
strength and there is honour. There is right and there is duty. There is bread and 
there are clothes. Yet nowadays, when money has unlimited power, is there any 


room for truth in the world? Can what is right be done? 


IF one fine morning it were put to the test, if money were abolished and the need 


for it completely eradicated, what a noble place the world would be! How 


peaceful! How happy! 


Bribery, corruption, people selling their principles — all these would completely 


disappear. Murder, robbery and adultery would be greatly reduced too. There 


847 


would be no need to call for the abolition of prostitution, nor to advocate the 
reform of popular customs. All at once it would be just like the Buddhists’ pure 


land and the Christians’ heaven. 


It is natural that there should be any number of rises and falls in history but, if 
money had not existed in the civilisations of ancient India, Egypt, Greece and 
Rome, | believe that it would have been possible For them to have lasted several 


thousand years more. 


But in days like these when money has such power, if we utter the words ‘Abolition 
of Money’, people look at us as though we are mad. Is it madness, though? Are you 
prepared to say that the modern European socialists who are spreading 
everywhere throughout the world (sic) are all mad, then? — because the socialists 
have the abolition of money and the suppression of the private ownership of 


capital as their ideals. 


They take this position because they want to see the individual — and society as a 
whole — live by other things than money. In other words, they want to replace 
money by strength and honour, by right and duty. Indeed, truth and righteousness 
lie in doing just this. So if you agree that truth and righteousness really should be 
put into practice, then why should you think of socialism as being difficult to 
realise in actual life? Socialism is far From being an impossibility. Rather it is just 


that it has not been put into effect up till now. 
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Why don’t people who want to improve human nature and the ways of the world 
stop their petty squabbles and put their efforts into achieving socialism? IF they did 


this, it would be the quickest way for them to achieve their objectives. 


The nineteenth century was the age of liberalism but the twentieth century is 
about to become the age of socialism. All capable people need to wake up to this 


new trend in the world — and to this alone. 


294/ Kotoku ShUsui was a Japanese radical socialist and anarchist journalist. 
Among other things, he translated many European and Russian anarchists into 
Japanese for the first time. He was executed for treason by the Japanese 
government in 1911. What stands out for me reading the column he wrote, and 
which | reproduced above, is, first of all, that he sees that, for any political 
anarchism to work properly, money needs to be abolished First. ShUsui gives this in 
a moral but also a pragmatic argument. Money he sees as a catalyst and impetus to 
several undesirable things and its power he sees as corrupting and destructive. 
People he thinks much more susceptible to moral corruption and to socially 
deleterious and unwelcome practices if money exists as a motivation. It is hard to 
argue against this and examples of things people do for money, against society's 
and even their own better judgment, are not hard to Find. In this respect, Shusui 
does not want his readers to be distracted by such things, in a game of 
misdirection, but to go to the very root of the problem, currency, something which, 
without doubt, people often accept as regular, normal and even benign in its 
effects. Shusui argues that while money exists it will always simultaneously exist as 


a motive to unwelcome outcomes and behaviours. It is that which is the real 
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problem rather than the further diverse phenomena it inspires and motivates. 


Human nature cannot be improved with money winking its eye at us. 


Shusui’s point of attack is not simply money as something which exists but money 
as a means to power and [undue] influence. Primarily, this must mean what you can 
do with it if you hoard it and if you use it to purchase the apparatus by which 
people live their daily lives. This provides you with a means of control, something 
which introduces artificial and created stasis into the regular, less controlled and 
more Fluid, social discourse. IF you have money you can use it to influence people's 
decisions and so their lives and this is exactly ShUsui’s point, something he thinks 
should not be the case. Think right now, for example, of how the money involved in 
Internet commerce and social media has built up profiles of all its users in order to 
sway them this way and that, often in ways a majority of users may never even be 
aware of. The social consequences of this, however, are that a few tech CEOs 
become billionaires but at the cost of plugging large chunks of the population into 
their ecosystems so that it literally becomes how they live, now subject to the 
whims of those who maintain the systems their lives have become hitched to. Just 
as Shusui complains that “someone without money cannot live”, soon, with 
electronic payment systems increasingly and exclusively on the agenda, and 
whispers and rumours that electronic credit firms and banks want physical 
currency withdrawn for an exclusively electronic monetary Future, it will become 
increasingly impossible to even take part in civilisation in capitalistic countries, 
such as those of the global north, without being part of such oligarchic-controlled 
networks. What Shusui worried about in 1900 is now exponentially something 


more to worry about if it should turn out that the only money anyone ever has is 
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on a computer system you don’t control either at all but especially in terms of 


having access to it. 


Shusui also voices concerns regarding truth when he says “when money has 
unlimited power, is there any room for truth in the world?” Were the Japanese 
journalist beamed 120 years into the Future he might begin to doubt it even more 
now in a world where billionaires bludgeon the public with opinion, suggestion and 
even falsehood disguised as either news or Fact and engage in the technological 
warfare that their dollars can buy, often aided [not exactly unwittingly either] by 
tech billionaires who allow their platforms to be the vehicles of mis- or even 
disinformation. Truth is, in the 21st century, definitely something that has become 
a matter of the highest bidder just as Kotoku Shusui worried it would. Here we see 


an actual example of money’s ability to warp human intercourse and interaction. 


This likely will not disappear soon either since the problem with money, as indeed 
with the civilisation that grew up, symbiotically, with it, is that once it exists it 
exerts effects and it forces those within it to either take part or to have to detach 
in ways that, at least at first, seem like a great cost. It is as unrealistic to think that 
a bunch of capitalists will give away all their money and its influence or that, having 
billions, CEOs and businesspeople will simply give up their market position, as it is 
to think that governments will allow their rights to make laws to be taken away or 
their rhetorical right to exist to be threatened. [It is, in Fact, not least commerce 
that needs government in place to prolong the unholy alliance that tells us 
progress is through constant consumption and corporations habitually use 


politicians to ensure their survival and market advantage.] As has been observed 
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before, when the people as a whole begin to get rights and power, that is when 
the oligarchs, CEOs, billionaires and their paid off politicians club together to beat 
off the threat to their carefully constructed ability to wield power and control. As 
George Carlin grew fond of saying, “They got ya by the balls!” [Carlin’s 2005 HBO 
special “Life is Worth Losing” has a great bit on this.] Considering that capitalist 
civilisation has now created a billionaire class and a structure of paid Flunkeys has 
been put in place to keep it going, what do you think the chances are that 
tomorrow this billionaire class will up and decide to dismantle the very thing which 
keeps them at arm’s length luxury from the world but with their fingers on the 


button controlling it? Zero chance. 


Yet | Fully understand the joy Shtsui expresses when he says, “IF one Fine morning 
it were put to the test, if money were abolished and the need for it completely 
eradicated, what a noble place the world would be! How peaceful! How happy!” 
because | have imagined and Felt that joy myself. But we should not imagine that it 
is a joy many share in for those many have been firmly locked into civilisation and 
its commercial and capitalist ways as with a vice-like grip. So firmly, in fact, that 
many would never think to question it and the hypnotising trinkets it Fills our lives 
with. For such people, buying and selling is both normal and a necessity of life. 
They can barely imagine how it is possible to survive without it and acquisitiveness, 
ownership, possession, are the watchwords of such a mentality. Even when it 
comes to things like taxation, it is habitually thought of by such people as the 
state, somehow, “stealing what’s mine”. Once money exists, a mean-spirited 
ideology of possession takes over and now life is about what's mine and what's 


yours. An apparatus is invented to protect such imagined rights and a legal/penal 
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system put in place to add the stick of physical coercion to the pot to back such 
ideology up. IF the police exist to preserve order it is only because a class of 
wealthy persons was invented at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution which 
necessitated a state-backed force which could stop person A, who had nothing, 


From appropriating what person B, with something, had. 


Back in the bucolic mists of time, however, no one had anything to steal which is 
why there were no police and no one thought they needed to be invented. Those 
few who did have something had their own armies, retainers or drawbridges 


anyway. 


So ingrained is money in our lives and our consciousness that its hard to imagine 
life without it and perhaps scary to attempt to. The first thing you likely think is 
“But how would | survive?” yet, thought of abstractly and idealistically, could 
everyone not do the jobs they do now for no money just as easily as they could for 
some money? Could they not do voluntarily what they do under contract for pay? IF 
they could, nothing changes in terms of the tasks carried out. [I’m not 
recommending this. I’m merely thinking aloud.] And, let’s be clear, before money 
was invented human beings existed and lived lives. Its true, such people didn’t 
have ipads and they didn’t drive BMWs but you don’t need money to make those 
either; you merely need the will and the cooperation. Money is simply a coercion to 
both and before many people had any of it they found other ways to survive and 


spend their time that didn’t involve ipads and BMWs. 


853 


Yet it is the evils and inequality inevitable in any monetary system, and which those 
with money try to downplay, offset or misdirect the general populace about, which 
are the unavoidable issue that Kotoku Shusui seeks to draw attention to. These are 
brought into stark relief most clearly whenever the interests of capital, which are 
purely ideological “on paper” considerations, take precedence over actual human 
life; Feeding someone, housing someone, taking care of someone who needs 
medical attention, none of which should ever be denied to anyone in a humane 
world because of “money”. In the end, money, and its continued use, becomes a 
general social question about civilisation as a whole: is it to be a place of haves and 
have nots, a place of Financial slavery or incarceration, a place of debt and control, 
a place of unimpeachable inequalities and so power and influence, or is it to be 
something else without any of those things? If its to be the latter then Kotoku 
Shusui was right: abolish money and find more equitable and less damaging ways 


to live! 


295/ Having discussed the importance of abolishing money in any political 
conception of anarchy as a political program or strategy with one of the first 
modern Japanese anarchists, it is now time to turn to anarchism in the postmodern 
age. What | will do here is quote the twelve “Theses on Anarchism After Post- 
Modernism” published by American anarchist Bob Black as starting points For my 


own comments. 


296/ 1. Anarchism, n. 1. The doctrine that a stateless society is possible and 


desirable. Obsolete. 2. Rule by anarchists. 
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For me neither of these two definitions makes sense. To come to the second first, 
it is not anarchism to have “rule” by anarchists because anarchists don’t want rule. 
[This anarchist certainly doesn’t want to rule, or be ruled, by anything or anyone.] 
Did V in V for Vendetta want “rule by anarchists”? Not unless | have totally 
misunderstood the book, something that’s possible but, | think, unlikely. What 
would “rule by anarchists” - people supposed to be against leaders in all forms - 
mean anyway? As a phrase it seems self-refuting. Anarchism could, | think, be “a 
state of anarchy” but since anarchy means “without leaders” then that would even 
include anarchist ones. When | come to Black’s first definition | think it is a bit 
nearer the mark but | don’t understand why anarchism must be defined to begin 
with. This is an error which, in itself, | would not describe as an anarchist move for 
its not anarchist to define in absolutes. No doubt it is true that many who regard 
themselves as anarchists express their anarchism in wanting a stateless society but 
this then seems to me to Function more as a shared belief than a definition of the 
word anarchism. For me, anarchism is as simple as belief in a world without leaders 
and a world without political, moral, economic or religious authority. A person 
holding such a belief may well describe themselves as believing in anarchism but | 
would resist any attempt to narrativise and set in stone what anarchism is when 
the concept itself seems against such a thing. OF course, in linguistic terms we 
must know roughly what we are talking about to use the word but this is one case 
where less is more in my view. As a final point, | would note both definitions’ 
political Focus. Already in this book | have regarded this as a narrow use of the 
concept of anarchy in comparison to my spiritual-philosophical conception of the 
same. In truth, anarchism is more likely to be on the lips of those using it in a 


political sense because it seems to be something such people think they can 
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create. |, in contrast, am not looking to create anarchy or prosecute a campaign of 
anarchism in the world because | think a state of anarchy already exists and that 
without human intervention at all. Anarchism, then, might conceivably be the 
desire to carry out a series of anarchist actions but | don’t think it creates anarchy. 


Anarchy doesn’t need creating. It becomes. Its everywhere. 


297/ 2. Anarchism, properly understood, has nothing to do with standards and 
values in a moral sense. Morality is to the mind what the state is to society: an alien 
and alienating limitation on liberty, and an inversion of ends and means. For 
anarchists, standards and values are best understood — that is, they are most 
useful — as approximations, shortcuts, conveniences. They may summarize a 
certain practical wisdom won by social experience. Then again, they may be the 
self-serving dictates of authority, or once-useful Formulations which, in changed 


circumstances, no longer serve any anarchist purpose, or any good purpose. 


| have already said plenty about morality and values in my second volume of this 
project and in a consciously post-Nietzschean way. Morality is a narrative, a fiction, 
one of the dreams humans are [self-] induced to dream. So | broadly agree with 
Black’s pragmatic approach to these things here. Morals and values aren’t self- 
evident things and always only find their use when attached to some human 
purpose where that human purpose is logically prior to the moral or value. They 
are also, as Black shows, rhetorical devices and so, in themselves, of little value. 
Their worth is in their use and so in why they are being articulated and where said 
humans using them want to go with them. But most of all, of course, they are 


invented and constructed out of the ether by us and so must be regarded as 
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suspect. The anarchic universe has no morals, it does not care about outcomes nor 
have purposes. It does not want to get to a time or place called moral. Yet this 
does not mean anything goes or liberty is an absolute and to hell with the 
consequences. In its uncaring lack of concern, the anarchy that is the universe wills 
no ill either [For it doesn’t will at all] and so we are most in tune with it when we 
are the same. Ideally, we should be as actionless in our action as the anarchy that 
we are surrounded by is. Morality is what happens when we can’t be and we 
Foolishly try to codify that which never was or could be codified. We try to change 
the external when we should be reconstituting the internal, accommodating it to 


the actionless anarchy of existence. 


298/ 3. To speak of anarchist standards and values, then, is not necessarily 
nonsensical — but it does involve risks, often avoidable risks. In a society still 
saturated with Christianity and its secular surrogates, the risk is that the 
traditionally absolutist use of these moralistic words will carry over to the way the 
anarchists use them. Do you have standards and values or do they have you? It is 
usually better (but, of course, not necessarily or absolutely better) For anarchists 
to avoid the treacherous vocabulary of moralism and just say directly what they 
want, why they want it, and why they want everybody to want it. In other words, to 


put our cards on the table. 


Again, | don’t fundamentally disagree with Black here. My own view would be that 
being an anarchist is not an overly theoretical pursuit; its a practical one. So 
anarchists might discuss the ethics of practice but its not really their place or 


attitudinal interest to have grand theories or theses regarding this, that or the 
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other. Anarchists, at least my kind of anarchist, want to keep things simple and toa 
minimum - and that includes on the theoretical side too. It might even be said that 
“no leaders or authorities” is their sole theory and that the rest, which is the 
practice, flows from there. | would find it highly dubious to Find an anarchist who 
had great theses of standards and values, especially if said person regarded them 
as things to be lived up to. Black’s penultimate sentence of his third point is, then, 
sensible advice and it is, | suppose, what | think I’m doing in There is nothing to 


stick to. This simple phrase is really what mandates everything else. 


299/ 4. Like standards and values, the anarchist “isms,” old and new, are best 
regarded as resources, not restraints. They exist For us, not us for them. It doesn’t 
matter if I, for instance, may have gotten more out of situationism than 
syndicalism, whereas another anarchist has gotten more out of feminism or 
Marxism or Islam. Where we have visited and even where we come From are less 
important than where we are and where, if anywhere, we're going — or if we are 


going to the same place. 


| am wholeheartedly in agreement with Bob Black here. All anarchists must resist 
the notion that there is some holy or pure narrative of anarchism which becomes 
the one to which all true anarchists consent. Not only are such purity feuds 
pointless, they are also very boring and, coincidentally, totally contrary to the very 
notion of anarchy. Anarchy is no leaders or authorities so, by definition, it means 
that | can’t set a narrative on you and you can’t compel me to yours either. This is 
as it should be, a multiplicity of paths and a multiplicity of views. What counts if 


people are going to work together, as in any construction of the world they are 
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likely going to create as a common understanding, is that they can get along and 
agree on what they want and how to achieve it. Where they came from and why 
they individually might want it are issues to the side of this. So if | have a spiritual- 
philosophical anarchism which owes much to precursors in Cynic and Taoist 
thought and you consider yourself a libertarian socialist in the 19th century 
tradition: great! The labels, however, shouldn’t need to matter to anyone but 
ourselves. What counts in the interaction between those two is if they can agree 
on a common goal and work together voluntarily to achieve it should they need to. 
IF they can, good. If not, also good, provided they can co-exist in some way. IF it 
should turn out that what people sometimes want is different things [something 
to be expected in an anarchistic universe] then that’s fair enough too. We live ona 
planet chock Full of a multiplicity of organisms and lifeforms. Each have needs and 
each, in some anarchic way, somehow manage to Fulfill them. Unless they don’t. 


That's where we live and we’d better get used to it. 


300/ 5. Let “Type 1” refer to anarcho-leftism. Let “Type 2” refer to anarcho- 
capitalism. Let “Type 3” refer to the meta-typical (“names name me not”). The Type 
3 anarchist categorically rejects categorization. His “existence precedes his 
essence” (Sartre). For her, nothing is necessarily necessary, and everything is 
possibly possible. He thinks immediatism takes too long. “She flies on strange 
wings” (Shocking Blue). Winston Churchill's wife once complained about his 
drinking. Churchill replied that he had taken more out of alcohol than alcohol had 
taken out of him. The Type 3 anarchist takes more out of anarchism than anarchism 
takes out of her. And he tries to get more out of life than life gets out of him. A 


loving, thoughtful, self-affirming, predatory orientation has as many practical 
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applications as the ingenuity and imagination of the Type 3 suggests to her. 


| am in sympathy with those who resist categorisation. In a quote misattributed to 
Kierkegaard [perhaps as an attempt to summarise his thought]: “What labels me, 
negates me.” For me, it again comes down to seeing through the fictions and 
resisting the narratives people want to insist we Filter existence and experience 
through. We need constantly to remember that everything is a Fiction or part of a 
Fiction in progress. Things are not as they seem nor as they appear and with a wave 
of the interpretive wand they can be reimagined as something else anyway. So 
even though | conceive of my own anarchism as having a past and certain definable 
inspirations [For we have all lived individual and specific lives], | don’t wave these 
above my head as identifiers or plant them in the ground as totems whilst 


nu 
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declaring “Here | stand!” Its one reason | don’t describe myself to anyone as a 
Taoist or a Cynic or a Nietzschean even though, reading the whole of this project, 
you might think | had justification in doing so in all three cases. Such things have 
and still do exist. But | have no need to be any of them whilst still acknowledging 
my debt to the thought of practitioners of them all. And that, | think, is the key. As 
an anarchist, | am a practitioner. | am not a label nor a representative of a school of 
thought. | cannot be reduced to a label and | would think it a good thing if no one 


else could be either. The kind of anarchist that | am resists all labels and Finds ways 


to see through the fictions and narratives, to see otherly. 


301/ 6. In principle, the rejection of principles of universal application has universal 


application. In practice, every individual has his limitations, and the force of 


circumstances varies. There’s no Formula for success, not even the recognition that 
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there’s no formula for success. But reason and experience identify certain areas of 
foreseeable futility. It is easy and advisable, for instance, for anarchists to abstain 
from electoral politics. It is preferable but often not possible to abstain From work, 
although it is usually possible to engage in some workplace resistance without 
undue risk. Crime, the black market, and tax evasion are sometimes realistic 
alternatives or adjuncts to involvement in the state-sanctioned system. Everyone 
has to evaluate his own circumstances with an open mind. Do the best you can and 


try not to get caught. Anarchists have enough martyrs already. 


IF anything is true about life at all, it is that there is no one way to act. Consistency 
is a standard as invented as the rest. IF one is going to live by means of anarchist 
action then consistency may even be a huge weakness, something the coercive 
Forces of the status quo may quite easily anticipate and impede. So | am much in 
Favour of a multiplicity of anarchist actions and lifestyles. In general, it is my belief 
that anonymity is the best way to exist anarchistically [there is, | think, a reason 
that Anonymous called themselves Anonymous]. This primarily involves not taking 
part in the charade of civilisation in terms of electoral politics, work, taxation, etc. 
It also involves living as simply as possible and minimising your needs. One also, 
these days, needs to watch what electronic networks one might get entangled 
within. For others, an anarchistic life might mean protesting and demonstrating, 
squatting, creating a black market economy and other things. Each to their own, | 
say. Whatever you do, and however you choose to actualise your anarchism, 
however, be aware that it has consequences and that actions produce reactions. 
Most of all, be authentic about it. Your external circumstances can be controlled, 


but the anarchistic Freedom in the beating of your anarchistic heart can never be. It 
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comes from within. 


302/ 7. Anarchism is in transition, and many anarchists are experiencing anxiety. It 
is very easy to advocate changing the world. Talk is cheap. It is not easy to change 
your own small corner of it. The differences among the traditional anarchist 
tendencies are irrelevant because the traditional anarchist tendencies are 
themselves irrelevant. (For present purposes let’s disregard the Type 2, free- 
market anarchists who seem to have no noticeable presence except in the United 
States, and even there they have little dialog with, and less influence over the rest 
of us.) The worldwide, irreversible, and long-overdue decline of the left 


precipitated the current crisis among anarchists. 


| have little interest in political ideologies. The reason is that I've managed to exist 
through several decades now without needing to have any such interest. As | 
already stated above, I’m not in this representing a clan and I’m not doing it to 
plant any Flag on some piece of ground and claim it for some kind of anarchy. 
Analyses of this or that type of anarchism, and their relative successes or failures, 
leave me cold and a bit bored. Does any of this actually matter? Things come and 


go. C’est la vie! 


303/ 8. Anarchists are having an identity crisis. Are they still, or are they only, the 
left wing of the left wing? Or are they something more or even something else? 
Anarchists have always done much more for the rest of the left than the rest of the 
left has ever done for them. Any anarchist debt to the left has long since been paid 


in Full, and then some. Now, finally, the anarchists are free to be themselves. But 
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freedom is a Frightening, uncertain prospect, whereas the old ways, the leftist 
cliches and rituals, are as comfortable as a pair of old shoes (including wooden 
shoes). What's more, since the left is no longer any kind of threat, anarcho-leftists 
are in no danger of state repression when they remember and reenact their 
ancient, mythic glories. That’s about as revolutionary as smoking hash, and the 


state tolerates both For the same reason. 


Black’s problem, of course, is that he has allowed himself to get dragged into the 
ongoing political narrative in which “the left wing of the left wing” even makes 
sense. When | think of myself in terms of the political spectrum | find various 
aspects of me popping up all over it. IF | cared enough to go into it in detail - and, to 
be clear, | really don’t - I'm sure | could Find aspects across the spectrum that rang 
bells with me. But why bother? The political spectrum itself is a narrative looking 
to impose itself upon us even as the politically motivated of all shades and colours 
want to impose their political narrative on us as well. In this, as in many aspects of 
the status quo, | think the best thing to do is simply to ignore it and treat it with 
the irrelevance and disdain it deserves. Being an anarchist is nothing if it is not 
about being authentically yourself. This may involve allowing yourself to be 
absorbed into various political programmes or positions if you voluntarily choose it 
but its Far from the case that it must. Anarchy is authenticity as far as I'm 
concerned and my revolution is an internal one which may evidence itself 
externally but is not judged by what you can see or expect. Seeing is not believing. 
Existing as something is believing. Existing as an anarchist is actualising the 
anarchy that exists within and without whether we act in traditional anarchistic 


ways or not. There’s more than one kind of revolution and no one else can define 
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what yours is or will be. 


304/ 9. Just how “anarchistic” is the world anyway? In one way, very anarchistic; in 
another, not at all. It is very anarchistic in the sense that, as Kropotkin argued, 
human society, human life itself, always depends far more on voluntary 
cooperative action than on anything the state orders. Under severely statist 
regimes — the former Soviet Union or present-day New York City — the regime 
itself depends on widespread violations of its laws to stay in power and keep life 
going. In another way, the world is not anarchist at all, because no human 
population exists anywhere any more which is not subject to some degree of 


control by some state. 


War is too important to be left to the generals, and anarchy is too important to be 
left to the anarchists. Every tactic is worth trying by anyone inclined to try it, 
although proven mistakes — such as voting, banning books (especially mine), 
random violence, and allying with the authoritarian left — are best avoided. If 
anarchists haven’t learned how to revolutionize the world, hopefully they have 


learned a Few ways how not to. That’s not enough, but it is something. 


Black, again, is right. And it might be argued, as I’ve mentioned Alan Moore doing 
SO now several times, that “the biggest bully being in charge” is actually as much a 
demonstration of anarchy as the purest, most leaderless, most stateless place you 
can imagine. Anarchy is the what can happen that will happen and that might, in 
any given instance, be the Paris Commune but it might also be communist China or 


Bolsanaro in Brazil. Anarchy doesn’t care which it is. Anarchy is certainly not “the 
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way | think things should be run” or anything of that sort. Black, after Kropotkin, is 
also right to point out that pretty much all of the time it is the voluntary 
cooperation of groups of people which gets things done. Most societies only work 
because people volunteer to swap their time and labour for money to do a task 
which creates the societies we live in. No one [in all but the most coercive of cases] 
has to do these jobs. But some choose to. But, again, a word of caution where we 
define anarchism too politically and view it as a state of non-government which, to 
be frank, it is currently as hard as ever to see the world [ever?] matching up to. 
That's not anarchy even if it might be someone’s dictionary definition of anarchism. 
We should refuse to allow anarchy to be reduced to it because anarchy is not some 
self-selected group of people imposing a state of affairs on things any more or any 
less than if bankers imposed capitalism, comrades imposed communism or 
ideologues imposed Fascism. Anarchy is a state of existence, a world of experience, 
a description of where we are and how everything Fits together. It has no will, it 
acts without intention and its unaffected by what you want or why. It just is and it 


just keeps becoming. Capisce? 


305/ 10. To speak of priorities is an improvement on speaking of standards and 
values, as the word is less burdened with moralistic overtones. But again, do you 


have priorities, or do priorities have you? 


Having discussed this many times before, its clear to me that none of us choose 
our values and beliefs from the values and beliefs store. We don’t browse what's 
available and mix and match to taste. Neither, by the way, did we do the same to 


get that taste. Rather, these things are a result of our interaction with the world 
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and are things that happen to us in that process. Having happened to us, we, being 
now inhabited by them, feel the need to practice, justify and sometimes even 
question them. Why do you want what you want and not what someone else 
wants? “Because you are you and they are them” is the best, perhaps the only, 
answer we can Give. | think its enough, not that that matters. We are all of us adrift 
on the Sea of Anarchy, all equally without land on which to build ideologies or 


narratives or fictions. Any we do build have equally watery Foundations. 


306/ 11. Self-sacrifice is counter-revolutionary. Anyone capable of sacrificing 
himself for a cause is capable of sacrificing someone else for it too. Therefore, 
solidarity among the self-sacrificial is impossible. You just can’t trust an altruist. 


You never know when he might commit some disastrous act of benevolence. 


What Black is saying here is that people who make principles their gods are 
dangerous people. They will sacrifice anyone to that god For it is rhetorically made 
the ruler. Something that comes to my mind in this respect is the Extinction 
Rebellion people who insist that the earth is so important, and human survival so 
paramount, that we must do any number of things to make it so. Many of them 
willingly get themselves arrested and, one imagines, if push came to shove and 
they ever had any power [which from my late 2019 perspective writing this seems 
currently quite remote], they'd be more than happy to arrest you too if you didn’t 
want what they did. But, admittedly, | speculate there. And | might be being unfair. 
The point remains, in any case, that people with principles or, as Nietzsche said, 
convictions, can be dangerous people, and not least dangerous to themselves. 


Such is the case when any idea is put before any life - and even when that idea is 
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life. | would tentatively suggest that lives take precedence over ideas. 


307/ 12. “The struggle against oppression” — what a fine phrase! A circus-tent 
commodious enough to cover every leftist cause, however clownish, and the less 
relevant it is to the revolution of everyday life, the better. Free Mumia! 
Independence for East Timor! Medicines for Cuba! Ban land mines! Ban dirty books! 
Viva Chiapas! Legalize pot! Save the whales! Free Nelson Mandela! — no wait, they 
already did that, now he is a head of state, and will any anarchist’s life ever be the 
same? Everybody is welcome under the big top, on one condition: that he refrain 
From any and all critique of any and all of the others. You sign my petition and I'll 


Sign yours... 


The tendency Black satirises here is the tendency to create narratives and causes 
when groups of people - and its really any groups of people - come together and 
start forming bonds based on their shared identity - and so we get identity politics. 
This, | take it, is that phenomenon which comedian George Carlin gradually began 
to speak about in his act and in interviews From the 1990s until the end of his life in 
2008. People, he thought [and | paraphrase], are generally Fine when you meet 
them casually in the course of everyday life. No problem, have a nice day, etc. But 
groups of people, that’s different. They want to check you out, see if you come 
across as valid by their standards, they want to pigeon hole, nametag and label 
you. Whose side are you on? is their first and only question. Are you on my side or 
their side? You see a lot of this kind of stuff on social media where the various 
herds form up and throw shit at each other across the electronic divide. Carlin 


himself had no time For it and so was born his misanthropic outlook of viewing the 
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world as entertainment only. And he expected a show! [Although, of course, he did 
elsewhere in his act claim to like people. Just not groups of them.] There are, of 
course, others who criticise people they see as identitarian anarchists, people who 
seem to view anarchism as a characteristic, a personality or even a persona. These 
people would likely be regarded by those looking down their noses at them as 
superficial and as not having earned any proper anarchist spurs by not taking part 
in the right kind of anarchist action. These are style anarchists, hipster anarchists, 


etc. 


Frankly, | say “So what?” Does the anarchy | have been talking about care who calls 
themselves what and which group judges which person in which way? Does this 
anarchy require me to do things... and | mean ANYTHING? No, it doesn’t. Does it 
actually matter if other people see me, or you, or anybody else, as “anarchist”? No, 
it doesn’t. Is there some anarchist test anyone has to pass before they get their 
“proper anarchist” badge? No, there isn’t. The problem here is people thinking 
anarchism is something they make but only if done in the right way which is their 
way, the way that ticks all their boxes. This is narrativising, Fiction-making and 
actually anti-anarchist in the spirit of its conception. This is just another reason why 
the kind of anarchy I’m talking about is largely non-political in its imagination 
[though not necessarily in its effects] and nothing to do with anything any of us 
consciously do or try to create. Rather, it is the context for it, whatever those 
things turn out to be, whether good or bad, worthy or unworthy, woke or not 


woke. 
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Anarchy, if it is ever to be real, can never be something under my, your or our 
control. It is, by very definition, beyond control and that’s exactly the way it should 
be. Anarchism should lead to absence of control and not authoritative narratives 
and rhetoric by which people are judged, sorted and labelled. True anarchy is as 
agnostic about its beliefs and its direction as the void of space is unconcerned 
about winning the lottery. The spiritual-philosophical anarchy | am describing is not 
the mentality of telling people they must care about everything and everyone in 
the minutiae of every problem imaginable but, rather, the acceptance that what 
can happen, will happen, and that that is never going to change. This happens 
without malice or ill will and without bias or privilege in general terms. It is the 
purest equality you could imagine, one in which all are subject to the same chance 
as everybody else. What you want and how you want to organise yourself is all part 
of this but that doesn’t mean it should apply to anyone else nor that they are 
constrained to be mobilised in their efforts the same way you are. Anarchy enables 
what you hate and what | hate just as much as those things we like, don’t have any 
interest in or are even unaware of. It will always be this way. So grow up and get 
used to it. As anarchists we accept that we are King Cnut and that the tide cannot 
be turned back just as much as we accept that, wanting things, its up to us, and 


maybe us alone, to achieve them. 


308/ Are you an anarchist? asks David Graeber, the Jewish American Professor of 
Anthropology at the London School of Economics, in his short essay “Are You An 
Anarchist? The Answer May Surprise You!”. Since my last point was in discussion of 
Bob Black's last of his 12 theses, and since this touched on anarchist identity, it 


seems good to address this more head on in the continuing discussion. Graeber’s 
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essay will do as a point of departure. To this end: 


“Chances are you have already heard something about who anarchists are and 
what they are supposed to believe. Chances are almost everything you have heard 
is nonsense. Many people seem to think that anarchists are proponents of 
violence, chaos, and destruction, that they are against all forms of order and 
organization, or that they are crazed nihilists who just want to blow everything up. 
In reality, nothing could be Further From the truth. Anarchists are simply people 
who believe human beings are capable of behaving in a reasonable Fashion without 
having to be forced to. It is really a very simple notion. But it’s one that the rich and 


powerful have always found extremely dangerous.” 


Now I, who regard myself as a kind of anarchist, as should now be readily apparent, 
have heard these things. In some cases, | don’t doubt its true. | have no dog in the 
hunt regarding some anarchist party or “Team Anarchy”. | do not think that one is, 
or must be, “crazed” to be a nihilist. In Fact, | think that even the term “nihilist” can 
reasonably be sliced more ways than one. [Nietzsche arguably does this in his own 
writings to present a nihilism he is against and one that emerges From his own 
positive assertions.] There will be people somewhere, though perhaps not very 
many, who do “want to blow everything up.” Indeed, I’ve already stated before 
that civilisation exists and so one immediate problem for the anarchist is what she 
is going to do about that. In a novel | previously wrote set in the near Future [2038] 
| discussed the film Transcendence in which the plot involves destroying every 
computer connected to the worldwide web, something which plunged society back 


in time in the narrative of the film since computers basically run everything these 
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days. In my own, bleary-eyed early morning thinking after waking up | have often 
imagined that those who want the anarchistic apocalypse to dawn, and to be its 
architects, would probably have to do something similar. Graeber says his own 
notion of an anarchist is “a very simple notion” and it is. | like that because | like 
simplicity. But, of course, you’re not going to expect that a pluralist like me [not 


least of interpretation] thinks its the only possible definition. 


309/ From here, Graeber’s argument is that most of us already act like anarchists 
anyway because “The most basic anarchist principle is self-organization: the 
assumption that human beings do not need to be threatened with prosecution in 
order to be able to come to reasonable understandings with each other, or to treat 
each other with dignity and respect.” His example is people who queue 
respectfully For the bus and who cooperate in civil ways in everyday tasks without 
the police needing to bring them to order. So Graeber regards it as one of two 
elementary anarchist assumptions that “human beings are, under ordinary 
circumstances, about as reasonable and decent as they are allowed to be, and can 
organize themselves and their communities without needing to be told how.” This 
is tolerably close to non-anarchist George Monbiot’s beliefs about the in-built 
“altruism” of human beings [something he thinks corrupted by the psychopaths 
attracted to political power] but quite a long way away from anarchist Bob Black’s 
11th of 12 theses which | reproduced at note 306 above. For Black, acts of 
benevolence can be disastrous just as for a Taoist in the Zhuangzi or the Tao Te 
Ching benevolence is not the ideal either but a compromise. In the latter case this 
is because, as | have come to accept myself, anarchy is not created by something, 


or indeed anything, we do. Its where and what and how we are. So for me, contra 


871 


Graeber, an anarchist is not something you can become by exhibiting certain 
behaviour. Its part of who you are and where you live and why and how you exist 
and you couldn’t do anything to change it anyway. It doesn’t rely on your 
recognition and it is not dissolved by your ignoring it. Graeber’s second anarchist 


assumption, by the way, is “that power corrupts”. It does, he’s right. 


310/ So this is the basis of Graeber’s belief that we are probably all substantially 
anarchists to begin with anyway. Since, most often, we peacefully cooperate with 
each other for what is essentially the common good, we are all well practised in 
the anarchist virtue, which | agree is an anarchist virtue, of voluntary association 
and cooperation to a common end. Graeber, then, thinks most of us think we are 
decent people, the kind of people who can behave reasonably and get on with 
each other. So why, then, are there laws and cops and prisons and governments 
and even armies deciding how we should live? Graeber’s answer is that “Anarchists 
argue that almost all the anti-social behavior which makes us think it’s necessary to 
have armies, police, prisons, and governments to control our lives, is actually 
caused by the systematic inequalities and injustice those armies, police, prisons 
and governments make possible.” Graeber, the leftist academic, well versed in the 
history of political anarchism in the socialist tradition of the last 200 years of such 
thought, here gives a politically structuralist answer. But he has a shorthand 
answer for this too: “anarchists believe that For the most part it is power itself, and 
the effects of power, that make people stupid and irresponsible.” The problem is 
power and the solution is acting anarchistically which is to say voluntarily and in 
common. Anarchists historically have referred to this as “free association” [as 


Emma Goldman did in book 1 of this project] and its something | approve of. 
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311/ So where we are at the moment is in a place where anarchists are those who 
don’t need to be told how to behave because, mostly, they actually don’t need to 
be told, and where people can freely and voluntarily associate with each other For 
their common benefit. These are things most of us already do quite naturally, 
thinks Graeber, not implausibly, | might add. Now the political anarchist, thinks 
Graeber, is merely a person who thinks the entirety of society can run simply on 
this basis, if with the added notion of general consent for decision making rather 
than military or business chains of command. So, in his latest example of a way you 
are being anarchist without realising it, Graeber thinks this is the case if you ever 
come to an agreement how to do something by agreeing it through general 
consent of you and your peers rather than by means of some imagined superior 
telling you how it will be. Put this way, Graeber casts anarchism not as violence and 
bomb throwing in an effort to destroy civilisation and send us back to the Stone 
Age but as “just the way people act when they are free to do as they choose, and 
when they deal with others who are equally Free.” | would like to believe this and | 
would like to consent to this common anarchist utopia. But, as | have observed 
earlier in tolerably similar ways, utopias are dreams and whilst dreams may serve 
purposes they are also fictions which serve only to seduce us. Its not that I’m 
against Graeber here but | feel like one should be more streetwise than this. 
Anarchy, as far as | understand it, is not, and should not, be the belief that “they all 


lived happily ever after.” 


312/ At this point equality enters the fray and this is because “while people can be 


reasonable and considerate when they are dealing with equals, human nature is 


such that they cannot be trusted to do so when given power over others. Give 
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someone such power, they will almost invariably abuse it in some way or another.” 
We should now be getting the message loud and clear that power is the problem 
for Graeber and that taking it away from those who have any amount of it which 
stretches beyond their ability to live their own life of Free association and general 
consent is probably a good idea. | agree with this entirely but I’m not sure that this 
makes me an anarchist. | just think its probably a good idea if you believe that your 
life should be a matter of your own as free as possible choices. | agree with 
Graeber if he is saying that people who get power inevitably use it and that we call 
the use of power control and that control of one person by another is not 
generally desirable. | agree with Graeber if he is saying that a society in which the 
power [and so inevitably the wealth, and | don’t just mean monetary wealth here, ] 
is more equally distributed is more desirable. IF this makes me an anarchist on his 
terms then so be it. | do think that where Graeber discusses power | often use 
another term: centralisation. Centralisation | see, in a technological age such as 
ours, as the aggregating of power in ever fewer hands. Mark Zuckerberg, For 
example, is probably today more powerful than several elected world leaders. 
Why? Because he has centralised control of hundreds of millions of people, people 
whose lives he can subtly influence and shape on an almost constant basis. Graeber 
is very right to argue that power is the problem and that democratising it - which 
essentially means decentralising, equalising and dissolving it - is the solution. In 
this sense, Graeber argues for a society without leaders, leaders being those with 


power, and that, of course, is what, etymologically, anarchy means. 


313/ Being against power inevitably means that Graeber goes on to impugn those 


who seek political power - “the very last people who should have it” - and “the 
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present economic system” which “is more likely to reward people for selfish and 
unscrupulous behavior than for being decent, caring human beings” - and Few 
could reasonably disagree with that. But, Faced with this situation, most people, 
thinks Graeber, simply shrug their shoulders and imagine nothing can be done 
about it. Like the prisoner thrown in the cell For life, they accept their fate and 
learn to love their captors. This is the point in the essay in which Graeber wants to 
argue that, actually, said prisoner can build a tunnel and escape, particularly if said 
prisoner freely consents to associate with their Fellow prisoners and agrees on 
building a tunnel to their collective benefit. Graeber the anthropologist [so he 
should know] then points out that “In many parts of the world people live outside 
of the control of governments today. They do not all kill each other.” Instead, “they 
just get on about their lives the same as anyone else would.” Hurrah for that. But 
its at this point that, in a Few deft sentences, Graeber shows how our highly 
modern, technological societies have actually been set up to work against [i.e. 
imprison] us within it rather than - and here’s a thought - working in the Favour of 
most of us. For example, the other day | was idly daydreaming, which | sometimes 
do, about why all public transport everywhere isn’t free. Or the wifi. Or food and 
housing. Is it really beyond the wit of the billions of people we have in the world to 
create such a society? | suggest its not unless you have powerful individuals who 
don’t see it as in their own interest and who use their power, which is considerable, 
to stop it. Yet doing all these these things, power and money aside, is eminently 


possible and achievable. So Graeber writes: 


“we have not even begun to think about what our lives could be like if technology 


were really marshalled to fit human needs. How many hours would we really need 
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to work in order to maintain a functional society — that is, if we got rid of all the 
useless or destructive occupations like telemarketers, lawyers, prison guards, 
financial analysts, public relations experts, bureaucrats and politicians, and turn 
our best scientific minds away from working on space weaponry or stock market 
systems to mechanizing away dangerous or annoying tasks like coal mining or 
cleaning the bathroom, and distribute the remaining work among everyone 
equally? Five hours a day? Four? Three? Two? Nobody knows because no one is 
even asking this kind of question. Anarchists think these are the very questions we 


should be asking.” 


314/ Partly, this is a Failure of imagination but Graeber is also no doubt right to say 
that mainly it is a Failure of civilisation as it has come to be ordered and organised. 
Power, symbiotically increasing along with wealth, has corrupted and distorted the 
organism that is society. This society is not now working in the Favour of all, if it 
ever was, and is now shaped to benefit a few and appease as many of the rest as 
possible. Part of how this works is telling you there is no other way and that the 
prison is, in fact, impregnable and that its your job to be a good prisoner whilst its 
someone else’s job to run your prison whilst yet others get to sail yachts off the 
south of France. This is the way things are and you must accept it because anything 
else is chaos and disaster. In Fact, don’t even ask the question about other ways to 
organise the whole and don’t imagine things like Free public transport or a life of 


no work with Free food and housing you mad anarchist! 


315/ The point here, as Graeber argues in his essay, is that we have come to 


believe, as unwavering and unchangeable fact, that certain things are true. These 
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include that existence must be based on competition and that everyone out there, 
who we don't know, is craven and selfish, our rival. Yet, nevertheless, in our private 
lives as parents, for example, we may teach our children to share with others and 
play nicely with them too. This gets things done, we reason to our kids, and the 
opposite only produces problems. We basically teach these kids the principles of 
an anarchistic existence, says Graeber, then go outside and completely Forget, or 
even actively disbelieve, the very same things. Yet, as | have earlier had cause to 
point out myself in this book, it is manifestly the case that most things in life on 
this planet that involve human activity get done exactly because we voluntarily 
agree to work together with people we both know and don’t know. Indeed, that 
society services our needs and desires is because people elsewhere voluntarily 
gave up their time [most usually in exchange for money, no doubt] to make it so. 
Without such voluntary [or mildly coerced] cooperation life, even as it is now, 


would not work. 


316/ No doubt this is all correct. And Graeber goes on, in the conclusion to his 
essay, to argue that anarchism is basically just acting in accordance with such 
equality of one person with another, justice, Fairness, common consent and 
voluntary working together such as most people, most of the time, would do if left 
to their own devices without power, in one form or another, coercing, and so 
distorting, their behaviour. Put like this, Graeber’s anarchism doesn’t sound 
political at all. And yet, if one actually interacts with David Graeber, as | have done 
myself through social media, one Finds him to be a staggeringly politicised person, 
a man who has political opinions almost constantly coming out of every orifice, a 


man who daily Feels the need to broadcast such opinions to the world on social and 
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through broadcast media. His gentle and common sense message of being nice to 
each other gets turned into a mixture of academicised, theoretical gobbledigook 


and partisanship. Yuck. 


317/ Yet it is not only for this reason that it is my intuition that making your 
anarchism a political matter, and, as we know, many in the last 200 years have 
conceived of anarchism as only or simply a political matter, involves you in taking a 
very great risk. You place yourself on a political map where you can be labelled, 
nametagged, assigned your place, and Forgotten about. After all, if you are doing 
this its not likely you have any power to start with. Quite often, if not to say 
usually, such people don’t end up with much more power at the end than they had 
at the beginning either. Several such people have ended up shot dead. Such 
political anarchism has accompanying problems and one is that you hang a big sign 
around your neck, possibly a big neon one that says ANARCHIST HERE with an 
arrow pointing at your Face. | can’t help but think that that is not very smart. Again, 
why were Anonymous called Anonymous? Yet | also think that, worse than this, its 
not very ambitious. Reading all that Marx, as at least some such anarchists have 
done, has made you too materialist. You’ve become obsessed with the means of 
production and the proletariat, words and phrases | don’t think I’ve ever used in 
public conversation in several decades of life. You have become a walking 
narrative, a parody and Fictionalisation of what could be an actual thing. To be an 
anarchist you don’t, or certainly shouldn’t, need to be, or to have been, a marxist, a 
socialist or some other political epithet of the politically active left. Why, | ask, 
must you even need to have been, or now be, political, and especially party 


political, at all? Equality, justice, Fairness, common consent, free association are 
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not, of themselves, political matters. They only become so once power has 
effectively already been passed to others as, in our world today, it largely, yet still 
not universally, has. Yet, as already confessed by myself and by Graeber in his 
essay, most of life gets done in ways Graeber, at least, can see as basically 
anarchist already. The partisan politics isn’t and wasn’t required to get things done. 
It is only now needed by the politically anarchist because they wish to openly 
contest the power structures evident within civilisation as it has developed. They 
want not only to win in a game of thrones but to be seen to win. No doubt they 
have good reasons for this and, in some, even many, cases | may agree with such 
reasons. But that doesn’t make such things “anarchism”. Indeed, I’d argue that, in a 


way, Graeber has, in his essay, made the case For why it isn’t. 


318/1am nota political anarchist and, at this point in my life, | doubt | ever will be. | 
neither want to blow up stock exchanges nor to impose an “anarchist” system 
upon any notional state or society by force of action or benevolent cooperation. | 
take the lead of Diogenes, who existed alongside civilisation like a dog, daily 
exhibiting his own anarchism whilst devaluing civilisation’s currency through his 
lifestyle and consistent disdain, as opposed to Graeber, who, for all his smooth 
words about “fundamental human decency” here, ends up wanting to engage in 
the electoral political process [as well as other processes of civilisation such as the 
job market and the taxation system] and become a part of the very thing he thinks 
shouldn’t exist. This is not something that Diogenes and other Cynics did and 
anarchists throughout the ages - of non-political cast - have routinely chosen to 
ignore, rather than to get involved in, the system that is civilisation. | judge this the 


wiser course. Its not as spectacular and, if done right, it should result in your 
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almost total anonymity on civilisation’s radar. But if it is a choice between this 
ignoring of the things you don’t agree with, which is a not taking part, or a 
becoming part of that with which you disagree, but wearing a different identity, 
then I'll take the Diogenes way over the Graeber way any day of the week. And 
while we're on the subject, I'd argue the Diogenes way is actually closer to what 
Graeber says anarchism is based on this essay rather than Graeber’s actual practice 
anyway. In short, | choose to see civilisation as a Fiction imposed upon reality, as 
Diogenes did, rather than as something | could, with a little luck and cooperation, 
make look more like anarchy as | think of it, as Graeber does. Such an anarchy 


already exists. All you have to do is believe it and participate in it. 


319/ Browsing the Internet | come to “The Anarchist Library”, a website Full of past 
and present anarchist texts, some classic and others the thoughts of random folks 
who have uploaded them to the site, as anyone can Freely do and as | now intend 
to do with my anarchist texts [such as this one]. | randomly download 50 or 60 
texts, three quarters of which | will likely never read, as a stimulus to thought. As | 
do this Nietzsche enters my head to berate me that reading is not thinking. I'm 
Forced to agree but note, once again, that | am basically one urged to thought by 
reading. I'm a commentator on texts and | don’t know what | think until | read what 
someone else has written and then do the sums about it in my head. | very rarely 
sit with nothing in my head and abstractly reason. IF you want a reason For this | 
think its because | see life as a series of situations you Find yourself in and, reading 
them and working out the best way to proceed, you continue. That requires 
reading skills not abstract thinking from nothing skills. The latter seems more like 


imposing an abstract plan on life without knowing what will actually happen. | see 
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life as interpretation of experience. Enough said. 


320/ | read a text titled “Defeating Capitalists Quickly To Save the Earth”. Its about 
climate breakdown, a new euphemism that replaces climate change which, in turn, 
replaced global warming. Its all the capitalists Fault. There’s lots of methane 
trapped in the Arctic which is going to be released if it gets too warm and that will 
make what's happened so far seem as nothing. So we need to beat the capitalists, 
whose Fault it is, very quickly or its night night human beings. I’m only on page 2 
but already | giggle. The problem is so great that all the things we need to do to fix 
this problem, should you think its a problem we should Fix rather than a means to a 
worldwide suicide cult, need to be government-led. We are past the time where 
individuals making choices would make a difference. This is a bit of a bind For 
anarchists for they are the people who want to abolish the very thing that James 
Herod, the writer here, thinks can save us. So how could we defeat said capitalists 
quickly [which means defeating them and government for one supports the 
other]? The problem is the means we've tried, From electoral politics to armed 
revolution to seizing “the means of production”, haven’t worked. And they are 
never going to work. Take electoral politics as an example. Most governments 
aren’t majority governments and so you get government by the consent of 
minorities most of the time and usually a considerable block of people who don’t 
vote at all and so have no functional interest in the system or its outcomes. And 
electoral politics is slow, very slow, and usually dominated by interests keen to see 
the power, and so the desires, they already possess propagated. As a system for 
quick change its a non-starter because its actually designed as a system to maintain 


the status quo. But then through electoral politics or armed revolution or seizing 
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the means of production there is a necessarily long time Frame involved anyway, 
certainly a Few years, and thats even if they succeed and everyone else simply goes 
along with it. But people have a nasty habit, it may be observed, of disagreeing 
with each other, of wanting what they want or what someone has coerced or 
convinced them to want. People also come to accept “the way things are” as 


normal. Even if its what's killing them. Dumb humans. 


321/ So Herod looks for a new target and its called money. Money is one of the 
things that | think would need to be abolished if we wanted to see an anarchist 
utopia of free association and mutual aid on the Earth. There can be no anarchism, 
politically conceived, while money exists. That is why the story about Diogenes and 
his pappy defacing the coinage of Sinope is relevant to his story as a despiser of 
civilisation. Money is one of the primary and essential means by which it continues 
and if you devalue it then you devalue the idea of civilisation as a whole. So Herod 
thinks we need to attack and discredit interest, loans, debt, rent, stocks, dividends 
and stock markets, banks, wage slavery, taxes, corporations, etc. These are all 
basically means by which capitalists make money From the fact they already have 
money. Capitalists love money and they think they should have as much of it as 
possible, including as much of any of it as you might have as well. Often they get 
more of it by giving someone some of theirs but only at the cost of making the one 
they give it to give them more of it back. And, of course, money is power. It is 


power because, in a Financially constructed system, power is measured in coin. 


322/ One thing Herod [which is a name to cause a giggle in someone who trained 


as a student of biblical literature] mentions in his setting out the reasons all of the 
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Financial systems we regard as normal are corrupt and self-serving is how 
“Capitalists have been destroying relatively self-sufficient peasant societies For 
centuries, until now, in our times, peasants are approaching extinction.” This just 
doesn’t seem right or fair. Play your own game, fair enough, the fair-minded 
person thinks, but don’t go interfering in the lives of those who choose to freely 
live another way. But the capitalist, Herod insists, has never been able to do that. 
And so, “Peasants have been, and are still being, driven off their lands, billions of 
them over the centuries, and forced to look for jobs, in order to get money, in 
order to live. They were forced to become wage-slaves.” This reminds me of Tom 
Hodgkinson’s book, How To Be Idle, in which, amongst other things, he charts the 
rise of the “job”, a thing everyone in an industrialised nation now thinks you need 
to live, but which, before about 1750, didn’t exist as a concept. Yes, before then 
people had and did work. But it wasn’t thought of like the job is now. The job, in 
fact, is an entirely artificial creation of the Industrial Revolution when rich 
industrialists suddenly needed tens of thousands of people to do the work which 
made them richer. OF course, they bribed the largely peasant people in and then, 
ever since, have refused to let them out - and forced them to buy the things they 
made to rub their noses in it. Today not having a job can carry a strong social 
stigma and society extracts a heavy toll from those without one, a toll which bars 
people from taking part in society as Fully as anyone who does have one. It is, as 
Herod suggests, a type of slavery. It is coercing people to Fit in with the dictats of 
capitalists, capitalists who have effectively shaped civilisation to service them and 
their greed. What was once largely a world of idle peasantry, people who existed 
quite happily with Few needs in an anarchic simplicity, now became a society where 


people were required to spend their most productive hours working for someone 
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else whilst being coerced to aspire to a measure of wealth themselves in a game 
rigged to keep them coming back but never really progressing beyond their role as 
the means to the capitalist owner’s vastly increased wealth. As a result of wielding 
this power, the capitalists virtually wiped out the peasant lifestyle. Were it ever to 
re-emerge among people who just wanted to live the life of idle peasantry, For 
example, you had better believe the capitalists would not rest until they had 
destroyed it. They could not have it imagined that people don’t need to take part 
in capitalist society. Part of their schtick is exactly that their way is the only way 


that can work. 


323/ And so James Herod asks two very pertinent questions in his essay: 


A/ Isn't it obvious that in order to escape capitalism the link between jobs and 


income has to be broken? 


B/ Why are so many leftists still clamoring For "Full employment,” which accepts as 


a given that we have to have jobs to live? 


The answer to these questions are “Yes, it is” and “Because they have bought that 


the state they live in, and which they have habitually become used to, is normal”. 


Yet if you want to break capitalism and escape its iron grip you cannot do so while 
your boss is telling you what to do with your time and his or her paid advertisers 
and marketers are then inducing you to spend your meagre pay on things, most of 


which you do not need. This is one reason why, quite instinctively, | have always 
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hated the idea of “the job”. It has never made sense to me why a few 
pounds/dollars/euros in my hand is worth more than my own, free time. Even if 
that time was for sale, £10 or $15 an hour isn’t nearly enough to buy it and, in the 
brief skirmishes | have had with jobs in my life, I've scarcely ever found a company 
happy to pay me even that much anyway. No, the job is bollocks. Its a con trick, a 


joke, and you are the punchline. No anarchy | can imagine involves or includes it. 


324/ Herod eventually gets to taxes and | want to quote his opinion on them in this 


ecologically sensitive moment in full: 


“Taxes are debt. Everyone who is a “citizen” of a state is automatically placed in 
debt. The state says: "You owe us.” This practice goes back to antiquity and to the 
First Formation of states. Taxes are the income of states. You would think that 
anarchists, at least, who want to abolish states, would have thought a lot about 
how to deprive states of this income. But they haven't. And now, we need national 
governments to help cool the earth. | doubt that it could be done without them. 
So, sadly, anarchy is off the agenda for the time being. After the earth is cooled we 
can take up our attack on states once again. A fight against taxation might be a 


part of that struggle.” 


Taxes are something else that have always struck me as bizarre. They are, of 
course, tied into the good old capitalist system of the job because, having been 
Forced to have a job, the state can now take some of that money you have earned 
away from you. Its for vital services, you understand. You cannot choose to go 


without said “vital services”, it seems, or make your own arrangements. Didn’t this 
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type of thing used to be called coercion and wasn’t it looked down upon? If you 
don’t pay your taxes you can be put in jail as the state flexes its muscle and 
reminds you that you've been born into a place with rules and demands. Your 
consent to these rules was not asked for and, should you not consent to them, the 
state doesn’t care. Said state also wants to tax you if you sell something, even 
though the sale was nothing to do with them. It also adds cost to the price of 
things should you want to buy something. The state consistently butts in and says 
it requires its cut like some mafia boss who wishes to exert his influence and 
remind you who is running the show. Tax, then, is a reminder that in a world of 
government you are not free to live your life as you want and make agreements 
with who you like on your own mutually beneficial terms. Tax is the state getting 


its cut From capitalism in return For keeping it going. 


325/ Herod moves to listing things we need to do to bring the structure of world 
capitalism crashing down and so avert climate-ogeddon. Its not a pretty sight. We 
need to bring our intellects to bear to “discredit” all these arms of capitalism that 
he has mentioned [and, like Dr Octopus, it has a lot of arms]. But these intellects, 
and the discrediting media he wants them to produce, need mass movements to 
Feed on them. A few hundred thousand people marching through a major city or 
even less random crazies gluing themselves to things or “locking on”, as they call it, 
isn’t changing, or going to change, anyone’s mind. And besides, most of the homely 
mums and family types who join in such marches want to drive back to their 
comfortable middle class homes in their Family saloons after the marching stuff is 
over. These are hardly radicals prepared to live in the Stone Age if that’s what it 


takes. For mass movements to work, you need millions of people actively involved 
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not a few hundred thousand now and again based on maybe a few thousand 
hardcore engagees. Movements such as Extinction Rebellion have social media 
Followers only in the hundreds of thousands that I can see. That’s for the whole 
world. The optimist will talk about small seeds and large oaks but the pace of 
change such people initiate is slow at best if, in Fact, they change anything at all. 
Ineffective as this largely is, it seems more effective than “occupation of buildings” 
or “occupation of public squares”. This seems like largely pointless nonsense which 


nu 
! 


leads nowhere. “That’s not a plan, Stan! That’s not an agenda, Brenda!” as Fictional 
spin doctor Malcolm Tucker once said. Next comes “picketing persons and 
corporations” which Herod regards as “often effective in raising awareness”. But 
how much “awareness” do you need before you get action and how long might it 
take? “Strikes” seems like a better option but you have to have the people 
prepared, in large numbers, to affect society at an unavoidable level before they 
take effect. They need to be big and everywhere. Lastly, Herod says we need 
“organizations” but that these need to “coalesce into a mass anti-capitalist 
movement, one which is also linked to cooling the earth”. But, as he admits, the 
ones we have, even where they are already socially Framed or mildly anti-capitalist, 
aren’t a directly Full Frontal assault on the edifices of capitalism itself. They are all 
just, rather anarchically, minding their own business. And so Herod concludes that 
“Just this brief survey of the left’s standard tactics shows how hopelessly 
inadequate they are for the task at hand. We need more, much more: more 
militancy, more mass, more organizations, more critiques, more media, more 
agitation, more strikes, more disruption, more assemblies, more insurgencies, 


more occupations, more anger.” Wrong. 
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326/ Herod ends his essay/rant by saying “What | would like to see is a new 
international anti-capitalist organization that Focuses specifically on money, debt, 
and the entire international Financial system, and the oligarchs who run it.” |, in my 
own anarchist ways, am not enamoured of “organization” though - and that goes 
for “organizations” too. When people run things and tell you how its going to be 
that usually means someone ends up getting stuffed - or handed the shitty end of 
the stick. IF there is going to be any shitty sticks to be handled then I'd prefer it if | 
was the one who choose to pick it up of my own accord rather than having it 


shoved in my Face and told this was now my assigned lot in life. 


And this is why, in the end, for all his valid complaints, Herod doesn’t have the 
answer or, rather, he ends up only reiterating the same old answers that don’t 
work because, sad to say, kids, human beings can’t create utopia. IF they could 
have, wouldn’t they have done it by now? Isn’t it actually the case that nothing that 
has so Far happened in human activity on this planet has yet convinced the human 
being that being fair and dealing equally with all, distributing power amongst 
everyone in similar amounts so as not to skew outcomes, has not yet occurred? 
Why, then, does anyone imagine it ever could occur, let alone that it would? Is the 
dreamer still dreaming? It does not seem to me that if people want to live in an 
anti-capitalist world [and I'd approve of it if we did] that it will be achieved by them 
trying to make it so. The Future of the human race does not lie in “organizations”. 
That is its terrible recent past and its present horror. That is how we got here. We 


do not need leaders, not even benevolent ones. 
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327/ So | need to look elsewhere than James Herod's essay For a solution to this. | 
eventually Find it elsewhere on The Anarchist Library in Crimethinc’s “anarchist 


appeal” entitled “To Change Everything”. It goes like this: 


“To change everything, start anywhere. 


The secret is to begin.” 


328/ Those are the last two sentences of the nine page document and they are the 
most important two sentences. It is true to say they are not intended to address 
climate breakdown, as, indeed, the whole document is not either, but the point is 
still well made. While James Herod rambles on about his “organization” which, 
presumably, the great and the good need to form immediately, the anarchy | am 
interested in, the anarchy that | think would benefit the whole world [and would, 
incidentally, have never led to climate breakdown if our race had adopted it From 
the beginning in a mass outbreak of simple living and necessary common sense] is 
an anarchy From below, an anarchy of people just deciding to no longer honour, to 
ignore, the leaders and governments and taxation systems and jobs and banks and 
money and everything else it has been insisted to them that life is about. To live 
anarchistically, to change the system, just start ignoring it. Its only real power is 
our adherence to it. It is my wager that such an attitude, were it ever to catch on, 
would be much more effective than organizations and committees of nominated 
appointees that are carrying on the world as it is but with a bit more concern For 
the outcome in general terms. That, | repeat, is how we got here. The new future, 
the different future, will not be like that. How could it be? It is suited to a particular 


purpose and we can see its outcome because we are living in it. 
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329/ | also like the title of this CrimethInc document: To Change Everything. It 
points up that everything Fits together. Anarchy is not a matter of tinkering. Its not 
as if anarchists think governments and states and capitalism can be reformed or 
can be made into Fluffy versions of themselves which do no harm. They can’t and 
you need to get that straight. The anarchy sought is to change everything, to exist 
in a new and different way: “Surely nothing could be more unrealistic than to keep 
everything the way it is and expect different results... No piecemeal solution will 
serve; we need to rethink everything according to a different logic. To change 
anything, start everywhere.” This, indeed, is the logic of the spiritual-philosophical 
anarchy | have been talking about. It is to recontextualise and think anew about 


everything as an everything. 


330/ “To Change Everything” asks some fairly profound, smacked in the Face with a 
wet fish, kind of questions. On its first page it asks “IF you had complete self- 
determination, what would you be doing right now?” This question, when | read it, 
reminded me that what | have, as a citizen of the UK, is pretty damn far away from 
this. | began to imagine what my answer might be and what kind of world I'd need 
to live in For it to happen. | would, | thought, like to travel and see places. I'd like to 
enjoy views, mix with people not like me, experience the variation of life on earth. 
But | can’t do that. Last month my passport ran out, a passport being a Fairly 
modern invention which is now mandatory if one wants to leave any politically 
imagined territory or enter another one. Passports cost money and so, by the by, 
does travel, although neither of these things need cost anything if we could agree 
amongst ourselves that they didn’t need to. Free public transport for all can’t be 


that hard to organise. But passports are used to track us. Woe betide anyone who 
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goes to the politically contingent “wrong place” using one of them. Your 
government, or someone else’s, reserves the right to decide where you can and 
can’t go and to be suspicious of you if you go where they don’t want you to go. It is 
worried that you might be someone who makes freelance use of the weaponry 
global capitalism has produced at an alarming rate. There’s money in death and 
governments reserve the right to be the biggest producers and consumers of it. So 
my life of travelling and mixing with other people, just because we can, in a socially 
free, self-determined utopia, is put on hold. Because we can’t, not without artificial 
commerciality being imposed upon it and not without being tracked. Self- 
determination severely curtailed. The minute you start imagining what your life 
could be, you realise all the ways human beings have organised it so that it can’t, 
shutting down possibility at every turn and making what should be quite 
straightforward tasks something that is barriered off or subject to jumping 


through hoops ff, that is, you’re allowed to do it at all. 


331/ Yet “The open secret is that we do all have complete self-determination: not 
because it’s given to us, but because not even the most totalitarian dictatorship 
could take it away.” Not that politically and Financially empowered authorities will 
see it that way. And therein lies the problem. Anarchy is already here, it exists, you 
exist in and because of it. But here are lots of people determined to pretend 
otherwise and live out their authoritarian charade which, they believe, makes what 
they say so. It doesn’t, and you should see through it and ignore it if you want the 


anarchy that is already yours by birth. 
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332/ “Managers and tax collectors love to talk about personal responsibility. But if 
we took complete responsibility for all our actions, would we be Following their 
instructions in the first place? More harm has been done throughout history by 
obedience than by malice.” This is a message which rings true in the heart of 
someone like me who feels existential and anarchist by instinct rather than 
through reason or logic - although this is not to say anarchism cannot be a 
reasonable or logical conclusion. It perhaps goes back to a belief that a human 
being is already born with all they need when they are born. This is why our species 
has survived and did survive in the mists of time before civilisation came. It didn’t 
need civilisation to survive before and it doesn’t need it to survive now. In fact, 
climate crisis invoked once more, isn’t it civilisation which now endangers us? And 
so where does it all start? In the mirror when you Face the only person you will ever 
have to justify yourself to. Self-responsibility is the ultimate and, perhaps the only, 
true test of character. Having good Faith towards yourself and your actions is how 
you truly exist. Living a life of dreary obedience to artificial leaders, managers, 


customs and rules, however, what is that? 


333/1 think perhaps my attitude to all this, and even my attitude to life as a whole, 
is Founded in the experiences of my childhood. Ever since | can remember | have 
always been a person prepared to cut ties with anything or anyone whose 
authority or position | didn’t respect or which, to me, was based on nothing but 
that they had it. | have always wanted to look up, if | had to look up, to people | 
could at least respect, people who had earned or, for some known reason, 
deserved trust. The problem with most kinds of authority, however, is that they 


don’t deserve trust. The people who deserve the least trust are those with the 
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most authority. The First authority you might begin to question, as | did, is that of 
your parents. The thing about trust is that | don’t really think it can be earned by 
proxy or through press release or pre-prepared speech. Trust, ideally, comes from 
friendship and personal experience, free association in anarchist speak. The 
problem is, in today’s world, much of it is based on Forced relations. You are told 
who you have to relate to and you are told who you must trust. You are always told 
who has authority and you are expected to recognise it whether you want to or 
not. That is not something that has ever flown with me. | have walked out of more 
than one job, back when | went looking For jobs, because - probably within the First 
hour - | knew | had no respect for what | was doing or for the authority of those 
telling me to do it. | was, Frankly, prepared to starve on my own terms rather than 
earn money from that job. In the same way, by age 9 or 10, it had occurred to me 
that | knew more about my life, and was better able to organise it, than my mother 
who, bless her, was not, in my view, cut out for the job. | thus began to grow up and 
take responsibility For what | was going to do early. This was, back then, always an 
instinctive thing For me. | felt in myself, unexpressed in speech or text, that what 
authority Figures were telling me could not be right. It has taken me more than half 
a life to Finally understand why and to realise that my instincts weren’t wrong. 
What | instinctively Felt is how life should be. It should be a matter of free 
association and mutual aid. Authority is not something you should just accept. You 


should be able to come to your own conclusions. 


334/ “When | drive a car, it releases pollution into the atmosphere you breathe; 


when you use pharmaceuticals, they filter into the water everyone drinks. The 


system everyone else accepts is the one you have to live under—but when other 
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people challenge it, you get a chance to renegotiate your reality as well. Your 
freedom begins where mine begins, and ends where mine ends. We are not 
discrete individuals. Our bodies are comprised of thousands of different species 
living in symbiosis: rather than closed fortresses, they are ongoing processes 
through which nutrients and microbes ceaselessly pass. We live in symbiosis with 
thousands more species, cornfields inhaling what we exhale. A swarming pack of 
wolves or an evening murmuring with Frogs is as individual, as unitary, as any one 
of our bodies. We do not act in a vacuum, self-propelled by reason; the tides of the 
cosmos surge through us. Language serves to communicate only because we hold 
it in common. The same goes for ideas and desires: we can communicate them 
because they are greater than us. Each of us is composed of a chaos of contrary 
Forces, all of which extend beyond us through time and space. In choosing which of 


these to cultivate, we determine what we will foster in everyone we encounter. 


Freedom is not a possession or a property; it is a relation.” 


And that section of “To Change Everything” is as good a case as anyone could ever 
make for the spiritual-philosophical anarchy that already exists and will never stop 


existing. 


335/ Traditionally, Buddhism has been seen as a way of life which seeks liberation 
from desire by going beyond desire. This might, incidentally, also be seen as Finally 
overcoming desire by ceasing to Function as a person that is ruled by it. What a 
Buddhist seeks is often described as “enlightenment” - nirvana - but this is also 


closely related to a peace which is beyond the turmoil of wants being stimulated 
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from within and without. In a similar way, Cynics are one example of those who 
learn to live simply by reducing their wants to what we might describe as the 
basics. Earlier, those behind the Gospel of Thomas praised itinerancy and poverty 
not, | think, because they were masochists but because, within their understanding 
of life, this led to the wiser choice, a choice in which wealth and acquisition was a 
dangerous distraction from what was really important which was based in simple 
human fellowship. And so reading the section of “To Change Everything” about 
“the liberation of desire” it seems to me, in slight distinction From the Crimethinc 
document, that liberation from desire is more important than liberation of desire. 
It is a matter of being a person with few needs and even Fewer wants, of becoming 
a person who sees no meaning in acquisition or possession, the things which twist 
and corrupt capitalist thinking and so its constituent parts - including us - in turn. 
Who can do anything these days without being advertised at? It only exists because 
we are people who want and who struggle to control our desire, something 
capitalism wishes to enflame. The spiritual-philosophical anarchy | address seeks to 
go beyond such dominating and imprisoning desires and to come out the other 
side having scraped many of them off. “Simplicity” shall be my watchword and we 


shall be happy with that - as it is manifestly possible to be. 


336/ “The best thing would be to do away with domination entirely—not to 
manage its details more fairly, not to shuffle the positions of who inflicts and who 
endures, not to stabilize the system by reforming it... We don’t need unanimity, 
nor a comprehensive understanding of the whole world, nor a road map to a 
precise destination—just the courage to set out on a different path.” These quotes 


are taken from a paragraph on revolt, a word used by the French Algerian writer 
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Albert Camus in an existential sense in that we should revolt against the absurd 
conditions of human life itself with all its impositions and expectations. The same 
paragraph talks about “contagious disobedience” and this is something | Fully 
endorse. We need to remember that the responsibility is in our own hands for our 
own lives and we should refuse to give it away or hand it over on demand. 
Authentic living starts with revolting against the fictions you are told you are 


supposed to be inhabited by. 


337/ IF you want to know why anarchists even exist in 2020 here, succinctly, is the 
reason why: “What are the signs that you are in an abusive relationship? The abuser 
may try to control your behavior or dictate your thoughts; block or regulate your 
access to resources; use threats or violence against you; or keep you in a position 
of dependence, under constant surveillance. This describes the behavior of 
individual abusers, but it also goes for the IRS, the NSA, and most of the other 
institutions governing our society. Practically all of them are based on the idea that 
human beings need to be policed, to be managed, to be administered.” In short, all 
such organisations, not least things as basic as the police and the courts, work on 
the basis that citizens are there to be controlled and, quite overtly, by Force or 
threat of force. You are not allowed to have a choice about this. Simply by being 
born in the wrong place you are put under such authority. You are being tracked, 
trailed, Filmed, profiled, coerced and recorded. Are you happy about that? You are 
in an abusive relationship with the powerful and with authority. And its not you 


that is the abuser. 
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“Freedom doesn’t mean choosing between options, but formulating the 


questions.” 


338/ Social construct: something that is real, has effects, but is not inevitable. 
Examples: property rights, the divine right of royalty to rule, that women should be 
subservient to men, money. Above, | would have called these fictions. They are. 
They are all dreams we can wake up from if we so choose. None of them are in the 


slightest unimaginable or unavoidable. 


339/ Hierarchy - anarchy. The latter is “without leaders”. So what is the former? It is 
rule by priests, the “hier” part of the word coming From the Greek word For priest. 
What the word means in English now, of course, is “a system in which members of 
an organization or society are ranked according to relative status or authority” 
much, in fact, as priests came to be. However, what hierarchies in society really are 
is “mechanisms for imposing inequality” as “To Change Everything” puts it. When 
these mechanisms interlock, say capitalism with electoral democracy with social 
media monopolies, then they become very powerful, so powerful, in Fact, that you 
begin to think that living without them is impossible or unforeseeable. We live in 
hierarchical societies where people with certain jobs, roles or positions are 
regarded as more privileged than others. This is, needless to say, all entirely 
artificial but that is not to say that the artificial does not have real effects or 
consequences. All our lives prove the opposite. Yet if someone wanted to pretend 
he was worth more than another this might not be so bad if they did it on their 
own time. But they don’t; they do it in real life as if said hierarchies reflected 


deeper realities. Such behaviour takes inequality and makes it structural, part of 
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the edifice that civilisation consists of. Civilisation itself becomes an unequal place 
with police, courts, and governments to make sure things stay the way they are. 
Because when you Find yourself at the top of a hierarchy you don’t want to have to 
go down a step or two, or have too many others come up to join you, now do you? 
“To put it another way: as long as there are police, who do you think they will 
harass? As long as there are prisons, who do you think will Fill them? As long as 
there is poverty, who do you think will be poor? It is naive to believe we could 
achieve equality in a society based on hierarchy. You can shuffle the cards, but it’s 
still the same deck.” Ironically, as | have hinted at before, you can’t create equality. 
You can only create inequality. Equality comes by itself when you stop trying to 


create it at all. This is called the natural equality of all things. 


340/ When | discussed the Gospel of Thomas, above, | discussed GTh 99 which was 
the saying in which Jesus regarded those who were his family not along genetic or 
racial lines but along the lines of belief and action. In other words, he formed 
kinship bonds in revolutionary new ways, building a new community, in Fact, in so 
doing. 2,000 years later, millions of people still haven’t caught up to this Fact. They 
still regard the “people like me” as those who physically look like them, talk like 
them, have the same cultural programming as them and, not least importantly, the 
same passport as them because they have always lived within the same borders as 
them. Yet consider this From “To Change Everything”: “IF a Foreign army invaded 
this land, cut down the trees, poisoned the rivers, and Forced children to grow up 
pledging allegiance to them, who wouldn’t take up arms against them? But when 


the local government does the same, patriots readily render their obedience, tax 


dollars, and children.” This is clearly a nonsense. The fool, the enemy and the 
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aggressor are not determined by nationality but by actions - and by actions or also 
possibly by beliefs is exactly the right way to judge such people. So what do 
borders and nationalities have to do with this? NOTHING! Yet it is the case that 
even the most social and democratic countries in the world operate on the basis of 
designating people citizens or not at their whim, deciding, by fiat of their 
authority, who can take part and who not, who has rights and who not. We can see 
in Trump's America how this works out with kids in cages, declared illegitimate and 
illegal by the American state. We can see what borders mean by looking at Brexit 
Britain where, even within a day or two of me writing this, a campaigning Prime 
Minister, in a General Election, has said words to the effect that “too many 
Europeans have got too cosy living in the UK”. | believe, remarkably, he even 
suggested they were treating it “like their own country” [something which, by the 
by, they were fully entitled to do under the free movement rules the UK had Freely 
and of its own volition agreed to as part of its EU membership]. This is what 
borders do. They motivate a False narrative of them and us between people based 
on fictive lines on a map which, apart from anything else, change over time anyway 
and so are a matter of historical vicissitudes. | have lived in countries not my own. 
The people spoke a different language natively and their cultural ways were in 
several cases new to me. But | did not see them as strange and other, aliens From 
another, empirically different place because they lived the other side of lines on a 
map. We were and remain, after all, people of the same species. Borders are fake 
and borders are False and their only purpose in the world is to Fuel narratives about 
power and authority and to tell people it is us against them. But this is not true and 
it shouldn’t be some government deciding who our kin is and who we feel we 


belong with anyway. That’s our job! With Diogenes, we should be citizens of the 
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world, people who are free to associate with who we want, from wherever they 
come. We should oppose all borders and knock down all walls which block a path 


to this end. 


341/ “We are irreducible. Neither delegates nor abstractions can stand in for us.” 
This, | think, is as philosophically true as it is politically true as it is spiritually and 
existentially true. We are not demographics or data. We are not a poll or a statistic. 
We are uniquely ourselves. We stand for ourselves. And we should never give that 


away. 


342/ It is not a novel thought that anyone who wants to be a leader... is not 
someone who should be a leader. And when you see who often steps forward 
hoping to take the lead this is well thought out. But what about the thought that 
there shouldn’t even be any leaders and that, in the thought of my last note, we 
should stand for ourselves? For is it not the case that it is not the individuals 
concerned that are the major problem, although some of these leaders certainly 
have been, but that leadership itself, even wanting to be led, is actually the 
problem at hand? Standing for yourself, amongst people who also stand for 
themselves, is a bulwark against corruption, centralisation which leads to 
inequality and control, and the idea that people can have authority over you and 
how you live your life. To have a leader is to have a power structure which the 
leader is in charge of and thus begins again all the issues of power, control and 
systematic inequality servicing a privileged Few. To live in anarchy is to be 
responsible for yourself and to yourself - but only to such others as is based in free 


association and voluntary agreement. Not only do we not need leaders, we don’t 
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need the concepts of leadership, Fealty to leaders, etc., that goes with it. 


343/ “Governments promise rights, but they can only take liberties.” 


344/ “The most liberal democracy shares the same principle as the most despotic 


autocracy: the centralization of power and legitimacy in a structure intended to 


monopolize the use of Force.” 


345/ “Promise every man a chance to impose the will of the majority upon his 


Fellows, and you can get them all together behind a system that pits them against 


each other.” 


346/ “When power is centralized, people have to attain dominion over others to 


gain any influence over their own destinies.” 


347/ “There’s no way to freedom but through Freedom.” 


348/ Government is the wolf of coercion in the sheep’s clothing of popular consent 


that is [perhaps even wilfully] unaware that popular consent is simply another form 


of coercion. We should no more be coerced by our Fellow human beings than we 


should be by an organisation that calls itself the government of the people. 


349/ “Money is the ideal mechanism For implementing inequality.” 


350/ “Many who would revolt against a dictator readily accept the authority of the 
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market.” 


351/ “To make a profit: that means to gain more control over the resources of 
society relative to everyone else. We can’t all profit at once; for one person to 
profit, others have to lose leverage, proportionately speaking. When investors 
profit on employees’ labor, that means the more the employees work, the wider 


the Financial gap between them becomes.” 


352/ To create profit, you have to create poverty. IF we could all win all the time, 
there would be no point in money at all. One unavoidable consequence of money is 
that there must always be people who don’t have any of it and others who have 
little. What’s more, the whole point of a monetary system is to get as much of it For 
yourself as you can. There is explicit advantage, for you at least, in doing that - as 
there also would be in gaining control of the system itself. Money is not a neutral 


resource. Never was, never will be. 


353/ We live in a world where companies and corporations are legally obliged to 
maximise profits and to put this duty above human lives. The entirety of that idea 


is human-created and artificial. This is civilisation in a nutshell. 


354/ “Without money or property rights, our relationships to things would be 


determined by our relationships with each other.” And they might mandate that 


we started developing relationships with each other! 
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355/ Do you want a society that is based on taking advantage of each other... or do 
you want a society that is based on working together with each other by free 


choice, determined by nothing other than shared needs and mutual agreement? 


356/ “A scoundrel’s worst fear is a society without property—for without it, he will 
only get the respect he deserves. Without money, people are valued for what they 
contribute to others’ lives, not for what they can bribe others to do. Without 
profit, every effort must be its own reward, so there is no incentive for 


meaningless or destructive activity.” 


357/ “Anarchy is what happens wherever order is not imposed by Force.” 


“Anarchism is the idea that everyone is entitled to complete self-determination.” 


“Anarchists oppose all forms of hierarchy—every currency that concentrates 


power into the hands of a few, every mechanism that puts us at a distance From 


our potential. Against closed systems, we relish the unknown before us, the chaos 


within us by virtue of which we are able to be free.” 


358/ “To change everything, start anywhere. 


The secret is to begin.” 


359/ The Anarchist Banker. “The Anarchist Banker” is a short story written in 1922 


by the Portuguese writer Fernando Pessoa. In it, the aforementioned banker tries 


to convince his conversation partner that, even though he is now a banker and has 
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become very rich [not entirely by moral means either], he is, nevertheless, even 
more of an anarchist, and in “the proper sense of the term”, than the “people in 
workers’ organisations” or “the men who throw bombs”. His Friend, listening to this 
claim, is Frankly astounded by it and Finds it incredible. Yet his Friend, the banker, is 
adamant that it is so. By the end of the short story, and his Friend’s subsequent 
explanation of why his claim is true, he is Forced to accept that the banker is right. 
The banker does this by working through what anarchy really is, a question with 
which | am much concerned in this book. And so we must linger with this story a 


while to absorb its wisdom. 


360/ | do not intend to exegete the entirety of the story, which is short enough to 
read yourself in less than an hour, but to stick to the points within it which hit 
home with me. These will revolve around discussing what anarchy is and does in 
the lives of human beings. Anarchy is an activity, not a thing, and its primary 
characteristic is its motion - although by activity it does not follow that that term 
means “activity with intention”. Things can be moving without intending to have 
done so and also without any active purpose or destination in mind. Pessoa’s 
banker has some activity in mind when he describes what an anarchist is. He says, 
“Now what is an anarchist? He is a person in revolt against the injustice of people 
being born socially unequal”, The activity the banker has in mind is revolt. But here 
he wants to split things into two categories and they are categories we should be 
familiar with from our earlier discussions of Cynics for they are “Nature” and 
“society and its conventions”. The banker describes his anarchy that is revolt in 


these terms: 
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“We can do nothing about Nature’s injustices, but why shouldn’t we do something 
about the injustices of society and its conventions? | accept—I have no option but 
to do so—that a man might be superior to me because Nature gave him more 
talent, strength, or energy; what | cannot accept is that he is my superior by virtue 
of artificial qualities, qualities he did not have when he left his mother’s womb, but 
which he had the good fortune to be given as soon as he was born: wealth, social 
position, an easy life, etc. My anarchism was born out of the rebellion | Felt against 


those things, the anarchism which, as | said, | still hold to, completely unchanged.” 


The banker's Friend, and the listener to his explanation of his anarchism and how 
he came by it and still justifies it even though he is now a rich banker, explains 
what he has understood by this explanation in this way: “Il deduce From what 
you've said that, by anarchism, you understand (and | think it’s Fine as a definition) 
a revolt against all social conventions and formulae, together with the desire and 


intention to abolish them all.” The banker agrees. 


361/ The banker's explanation of the problem to be solved by anarchy and 
anarchism is one that is very interesting to me. It is interesting to me because its 
uses an understanding and terms which | have come to, quite independent of this 
story which | only read For the first time today as | write this in late 2019, myself. 
Pessoa’s anarchist banker talks about Fictions. It is Fictions which are the problem. 


As the banker himself explains: 


“The true evil, indeed, the only evil, are the social conventions and Fictions which 


become superimposed on natural realities—everything from Family to money, 
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from religion to the State. We are born man or woman, | mean, we are born to 
grow into adult men and women. We are not born, in terms of natural justice, to be 
a husband or to be rich or poor, just as we are not born to be Catholic or 
Protestant, to be Portuguese or English. All these things are social fictions. Now 
why are these social fictions a bad thing? Precisely because they are fictions, 


because they are not natural.” 


This, | was pleasantly surprised to find, is a stunning union of both a Cynic 
appreciation of affairs and my own expression of them. But there’s more, and in 
that more the banker explains why political anarchism, conceived as an idea or 


state imposed on society at large, is no improvement: 


“Fictions... superimpose themselves on, and mask, natural realities. Now, apart 
from pure anarchism, any system based on the desire to abolish each and every 
one of these fictions is also a fiction. To put all our desires, all our efforts, all our 
intelligence into replacing, or contributing to replacing, one social Fiction with 
another is an absurdity, not to say a crime, because it means creating a social 
disturbance with the express aim of leaving everything exactly as it was before. IF 
we believe that social fictions are unjust because they crush and oppress what is 
natural in Man, why put all our efforts into replacing them with new fictions, if 


instead we can put all our efforts into destroying them?” 


| understand the banker to be saying here that any human imposition upon people 


at large in terms of a political system or context is “also a fiction”. It is a Fiction 


because its based on the desire to create something and this, in the sense of the 
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binary choice he and the Cynics before him offered us, is not Nature; its “society 
and its conventions”. Even good, worthy and noble conventions are still 
conventions. Nature, on the other hand, anarchy’s Nature, is complete absence of 
such convention in this thinking. Our banker says that “either society can be 


natural, or society is essentially Fictitious and can never be natural.” 


362/ We move a little Further on through the banker's explanation of why he, a 
banker, is the truest form of anarchist you could imagine. Now he equates the 
Nature he sees as anarchy, the Nature which stands opposed to “society and its 
conventions”, with freedom. Freedom, he says, is also something the anarchist 


wants: 


“What does the anarchist want? Freedom—freedom for himself and for others, For 
humanity as a whole. He wants to be free from the influence and pressure of social 
Fictions; he wants to be as free as he was when he was born, which is how it should 
be; and he wants that freedom for himself and For everyone. We can’t all be equal 
before Nature: some are born tall, some short; some are born strong, some weak; 
some are born more intelligent, others less so. But aside From that, we can all be 
equal. It is only the social Fictions we live by that prevent our equality. It is those 


social fictions that we need to destroy.” 


So now the banker's essential problematic is that there are human conventions, 
conventions which create and maintain human civilisation, which are active blocks 
to the Freedom he seeks. He sees them, in Fact, as blocks on human freedom in 


general. Its important to emphasise here that what the banker is not concerned 
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with is a strict, empirical equality. He knows and admits, for example, that in nature 
nothing is made “equal”. This is a concept foreign to nature as | began this book by 
saying. It is human activity, equality in terms of social matters, that he is now 
concerned with. This is what political conceptions of anarchism concern 
themselves with too. The banker's solution to this, however, is clear: “What is the 
best way to gain freedom for the whole of humanity? By destroying all social 


Fictions.” 


363/ The banker, however, has a problem because he thinks that such destruction 
[which leads to human freedom] can only really occur due to “A sudden, 
overwhelming social revolution that would force society to leap from a bourgeois 
regime to a Free society, a social revolution prepared for by intense and continuous 
work, by direct and indirect action, intended to prepare all minds for the coming of 
a free society and to lull bourgeois resistance into a state of coma.” But, as if this 
didn’t sound bad enough, he then discovers that, when a group of people actually 
attempt this, quite natural tyrannies develop amongst them such that some avoid 
responsibility and want to be led whereas others start ordering people about, both 
contraventions of an understanding of anarchy. He is wanting to swap a 
conventional society which chains up human beings for Nature’s anarchic freedom 
but “IF a society in which only the natural qualities of Man operate—those qualities 
with which we are born, qualities given to us by Nature and over which we have no 
power whatsoever—if a society in which only those qualities operate is nothing 
but a conglomeration of tyrannies, who is going to lift a Finger to contribute to the 
creation of such a society?” And so, in the situation we are now in, one of civilised 


society's inequalities based on social fictions From hierarchy to money, From state 
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and government to family and jobs, the banker has to concede that anarchy, and 


anarchism, may not be possible: 


“In the present social situation, however well-intentioned a group of people might 
be, however concerned they all are with combating social Fictions and working For 
freedom, it is not possible for such a group to work together without the 
spontaneous creation amongst them of a tyranny, a new tyranny, in addition to 
that of the existing social fictions; without destroying in practice everything they 
love in theory; without involuntarily standing in the way of the very thing they wish 


to promote.” 


364/ So what does the banker do? He still wants to be an anarchist. He still wishes 
anarchy as a human freedom. But he has come to a point where he finds it to be a 
material impossibility From the starting point we are at. If you try to instantiate 
anarchism as a group all you do is replace one social Fiction with another. You're no 
better off. His solution, however, is both blindingly obvious and quite brilliant: “we 


should all work for the same end, but separately.” 


365/ Yet how does the banker justify this? In this way: 


“IF we all work for the same anarchist aim, we each contribute with our own efforts 
to the destruction of social Fictions which is what we're aiming for, and to the 
creation of a Free society in the Future. Working separately we cannot, in any way, 
create anew tyranny, because no one has any influence on anyone else and cannot, 


therefore, either diminish someone else’s freedom by domination or extinguish 
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that Freedom by solicitude. By working separately and For the same anarchist aims, 
we have two advantages: it will still be a joint effort, and we will avoid the creation 
of a new tyranny. We will remain united because we are morally united and we are 
working in the same way for the same end, we will still be anarchists because each 
of us is working for a free society, but we will no longer be either voluntary or 
involuntary traitors to our cause—we cannot be—because by continuing our 
anarchist work alone, we place ourselves beyond the detrimental influence of 
social fictions and the hereditary effect they have on the qualities given to us by 


Nature.” 


Anarchy proceeds and comes to be from a point within an already well established 
civil society anarchistically! Technically, the banker explains this as a transitional 
phase until human beings get to a point at which anarchism of action and 
behaviour is a habit - just like capitalism and electoral democracy are bad habits For 
many now. At that point, anarchism will come naturally just as it does to the rest of 
the natural world. But the banker had a problem in the story when he explained his 
great breakthrough to his imaginary co-anarchists. For at that point he realised 
how many of today’s people are little more than cowards who want to be led and 
willing slaves who will settle For the status quo so long as it is known and stable 
and guaranteed by someone else, no matter how suspect or poorly motivated, 
morally or otherwise, they might be. He found out at this point that some 
anarchists only wanted to be anarchists at someone else’s expense, an anarchy 
that was arranged and secured for them, an anarchy that was delivered to them. 
This is not anarchism and it is not how anarchy is established. There is no avoiding 


personal responsibility and authenticity in this. 
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366/ Yet the banker had learned something which he variously expresses as 
establishing that “in the true anarchism, each person ha[s] to create freedom and 
combat social Fictions by his own efforts” and that “IF the road ha[s] to be walked 
by each person separately, then [you don’t] need anyone else to walk down it with 


[you].” 


367/ And so the banker set about combatting social Fictions himself. He walked his 
own path and became a banker, something he describes as putting the power of 
money to coerce behind him and an attempt to subjugate it and render it 
powerless. To achieve that he intended to “acquire money, | would have to acquire 
enough of it not to feel its influence, and the more | acquired, the freer | would be 
From that influence.” The banker thinks this combines the “natural reward” of any 
human action with the anarchistic aim of Freedom from it. In this, he was not too 
concerned about the “how”: “Il used whatever means | could—sequestration, 
financial sophistry, unfair competition. So what?”. He thought this justified 


because: 


“Was | supposed to worry about means when | was combating social Fictions which 
were both immoral and unnatural? | was working for freedom and | had to use what 
weapons | could to combat tyranny. The Foolish anarchist who throws bombs and 
shoots people knows that he is killing people, while also knowing that his doctrines 
do not include the death penalty. He attacks one Form of immorality by committing 
a crime because he believes that immorality is worthy of a crime if it is to be 
destroyed. His course of action is foolish because, as I’ve already shown, in 


anarchist terms, that course of action is wrong-headed and counter-productive; as 
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far as the morality of that course of action is concerned, however, it is intelligent. 
Now, the course of action | followed was correct and, as an anarchist, | legitimately 
used all possible means to grow rich. | have realized the limited dream of a 
practical, clear-thinking anarchist. | am free. | do what | want, within limits of 
course. My motto as an anarchist was ‘freedom’, so Fine, | have freedom, the kind 
of freedom that our imperfect society allows one to have. | wanted to combat 


social Fictions, so | did and, what’s more, | beat them.” 


Is he right? 


368/ | imagine you think that’s the biggest self-serving load of BS you've ever 
heard. The banker didn’t become free; he got rich! Yet the anarchist banker is 
ready for your scepticism. He denies nothing has changed or that his banking 
practices created even more “tyranny” in the ways of the social order he wishes to 
free human beings from. He points out that he has already said many times that 
“only a social revolution can destroy social fictions” and so its unrealistic, and 
against his own admission, to expect his imagined anarchism to have done that. He 
also points out that he created no tyranny that didn’t already exist - as the banking 
system did and still does. Here the enemy is not human individuals - who are easily 
and constantly replaced and replaceable - but systems of social fiction. As Far as 
the anarchist banker is concerned the net result of all his action is... one free 
human being: himself! It didn’t free anyone else or transform society but, for 
reasons he gives in Full throughout the story, that was impossible For him alone 


anyway. And so, near the end of the story, he says to his companion: 
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“the absolute worst you can accuse me of is that | may have added slightly—very, 

very slightly—to the tyranny of the social Fictions. The argument is absurd, though, 
because, as I've already said, the tyranny which | should not have created, and 
which | did not create, is something else entirely. There’s another weak point in 
your argument: by the same reasoning, you could accuse a general who takes up 
arms for his country of harming his country by losing a number of men in his own 
army, men he had to sacrifice in order to win. IF you go to war, you both win and 


lose.” 


He Further justifies and explains himself by saying: 


“by taking the course of action I’ve described, which is the only possible anarchist 
course of action, each person has to free himself. | freed myself; | did my duty not 
only by myself but in respect of freedom too. Why did the others, my comrades, 
not do the same? | didn’t stop them. Had | the stopped others, then my doing so, 
that would have been a crime. | did not even try to conceal from them the true 
anarchist course of action; | explained it to them very clearly as soon as | 
discovered it. The course of action itself prevented me doing more than that. What 
more could | do? Force them to follow the same path as myself? | would not have 
done so even if | could have because that would have meant imposing freedom on 
them and that is against my anarchist principles. Help them? | couldn’t do that 
either, for the same reasons. I’ve never helped anyone, because that implies a 
diminution of someone else’s freedom; it’s against my principles. You're simply 
accusing me of not being more than one person. Why do you criticize my achieving 


what freedom | could? Why don’t you criticize those who haven't done so?” 
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And this is where we actually Find the crucial questions. What, then, is anarchism? 
What can the individual anarchist actually do to achieve it or make it, and its 
imagined Freedoms, more likely? The anarchist banker’s answer is, in the end and 
no matter how self-serving it may seem from a non-anarchist point view, that all 
the individual anarchist can do is free themselves. Its up to all the others to free 
themselves in whatever way they deem necessary too. This, if be it by a more 


circuitous path, sounds like the refrain of “To Change Everything”: 


369/ “To change everything, start anywhere. 


The secret is to begin.” 


370/ The friend, hearing this story, accepts that the banker is, in fact, an anarchist. 
The banker then doubles down on his own anarchism by arguing he’s more of an 
anarchist than the people who throw bombs, form workers’ collectives or trade 
unions, or his Former friends in the story who didn’t do what he did but, instead, 
actually complained about it even though he explained exactly why social attempts 
to instantiate anarchism wouldn’t work and why his individual solution would. He 
calls all of them “pseudo-anarchists” and himself “an anarchist”. He treats them as 
occultists in some mystery anarchism which only, in the end, fetishizes the concept 
- but regards himself as engaged in the hard, empirical science of anarchism. He is 
an anarchist and a banker. He has achieved his own anarchist freedom through 


banking. Hasn’t he? 


371/ No, he hasn’t. At least, not through the “I shall get rich so money becomes 


nothing to me” ruse. | think the banker has many good things to say in his 
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explanation of his anarchism and charity accepts we agree that he regards himself 
as an anarchist [and, let’s be clear, this is enough to be one]. But | question if 
becoming rich makes one an anarchist. Having more of something recognised as a 
tyranny and cause of inequality does not get rid of either. He may claim to have 
freed himself. He may even feel free. But it was not ripping people off and 
enriching himself which caused it. And, as | have already mentioned several times 
now, one does not create anarchy, one accepts and enters into it, perhaps by a 
practice called anarchism. He can do that, and may indeed have done it on 
becoming an anarchist by accepting such beliefs, but the getting rich is superfluous 
to that, if not slightly at odds with it, as he seems to concede with his “the absolute 


worst you can accuse me of”. 


372/ Yet much of what the banker says makes sense to me and even resonates 
strongly, primarily, of course, the notion of “social fictions”. Indeed, recognising 
such fictions as fictions, like knowing if one is dreaming or awake, is part of the 
reason for this project of mine. Yet here is a problem: Nietzsche suggests that 
“what we do while dreaming we also do when we are awake” and thus arises the 
banker's problem in a different way: can one replace Fictions with other fictions 
such as if one tries to replace lack of anarchism with anarchism? | agree with the 
banker: you can’t. This, in Fact, is why | think it is impossible to create a state of 
anarchy that didn’t exist before. One is never actually acting in a situation of more 
or less anarchy just as, for Nietzsche, whether asleep or awake, one is not acting 
differently. Anarchism may be something we do and there may be narratives about 
what activity is more or less anarchistic. People who carry out certain actions may, 


within human fictions, be described as “anarchists”. None of this, | believe, changes 
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anything. It is, instead, a matter of what people can and can’t do. Can they affect 
the material conditions of their lives? Certainly. Can they live better and worse 
lives as they judge it? Yes. Could they, by common action, impose a state along the 
lines of anarchism? Perhaps, if they convinced enough people, although, really, 
they’d need to convince the whole world and that seems like a tough ask. But the 
more important question is “Why would they need to?” For what the banker got 
right is that each individual can become an anarchist right now and live 
anarchistically, by which | mean live in open acknowledgement of the anarchy of 
existence they did nothing to create nor could, in fact, create themselves, either 
alone or with others. Anarchy is not something actively achieved: it is something 
passively accepted. Its entirely out of your hands. All we can actually do is what the 
banker wanted to do: revolt against the material organisation of our existence by 
governments and corporations and those who live out the dominant social Fictions 
of our day as if they were set in stone and the Fabric of the universe. All we can do 
is as Diogenes did which is to refuse civilisation or as the Zhuangzi and the Laozi 
[Tao Te Ching] did which is to refuse civilisation’s Fictions and follow the Tao. This is 
something like what those who want to carry out and create anarchism do within a 
politically conceived understanding all about human action. They want people to 
do it together but we can, as the banker rightly surmised, do it individually too - 
and we do so every time we refuse to take part in society and start taking 
responsibility for our own lives and ignoring the social Fictions in which civilisation 
wants to submerge us. Anarchism is how we then survive; it is a survival strategy. 
But we should remember that we have in our favour that anarchy already exists 


and could never not exist. 
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373/ | want to return to this concept of an anarchy that always already exists, and 
our response to it, in the closing part of this book which is beginning now. To 
reiterate: | conceive that anarchism, as politically conceived, is only tangentially 
related to the anarchy that | conceive of spiritually and philosophically or 
ontologically. This is an anarchism of political action and its aims are largely things | 
would be in Favour of. In the language of the anarchist banker, this is action aimed 
to neutralise and subjugate all the harmful social Fictions that stand opposed to a 
life according to nature. There is, by the by, nothing wrong with such a program of 
action or orientation. But, as | see things, this is not exactly the point either for 
anarchy, as a state of being, as a state of human being without leaders, is not 
about something we do. The mentality that things are about things we do is, in 
Fact, also something that is to be combatted as another of the social fictions. It is 
not a social fiction everybody across the world shares either. There is a reason 
Taoists talk about actionless action as the motive Force of all things. Letting go of 
our obsession with our own action and intention making things so is the beginning 
of a new world of experience and existence, one of pure anarchy, when we do so. It 
is an internal realisation. But it is an internal realisation which changes everything, 
a realisation in which social Fictions are revealed, not as pillars of the universe, but 
as mirages. It is a realisation which changes human beings, one by one, from within, 
from the ground up. It doesn’t, as in political anarchism, think that external 
circumstances alone, and so our reactions to shape them, are what really matters. 
Instead, it says that you must see everything differently - starting with yourself - 


and then let it spread until it has encompassed absolutely everything else. 
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374/ The anarchy | speak to in this book, and in this whole project titled There is 
nothing to stick to, is an anarchy, an an-archy, without leaders, which describes 
existence itself. This anarchy may be acknowledged and experienced, engaged in, 
in something called anarchism, our human action, but that anarchism is not then 
the political conception of the same, something which is seen as akin to a socialism 
or a communism or a leftist political thought process which mandates the 
activation of politically-motivated actions. The anarchism | speak to is much, much 
older than this and is a human response to the anarchistic conception of existence 
in which I, as many others, have imagined we all already live, something which is, to 
use wholly inadequate language, a spiritual-philosophical conception of existence 
itself. Here | wish to make it explicit that this is to speak ontologically about not 
simply human being but being itself. So the anarchy | seek is not actually an 
anarchy anybody or anything creates but is that anarchy which is creation itself and 
For which words like “the world”, or “the universe” or “the cosmos” or “existence” 
sometimes do service. Taoists may call this “the Tao” and Cynics may think of it as 
“the natural world”. Primitivists may think of it as a world devoid of technology 
even as anti-civilisationists think of it as a lack of the authoritative organs of 
society such as governments and states and all centralising bodies. | regard all 
these as pretty much the same as what | am thinking here without tying myself to 


any one of these names For what | call it myself. 


What should and must be clear, though, is that when | talk myself of anarchism or 
being an anarchist it is not in the sense of a narrowly-conceived leftist political 
action or theory. My concept of anarchy is about human being at the most 


Fundamental and individual, yet also relational, level imaginable. My concept of 
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anarchism is human beings individually responding to the anarchy they are in-the- 
midst of that is the existence of anything and so of everything, a realisation which 
changes them and, in the case that it changes multiple people, begins to change 
people socially as well. This anarchy is an anarchy that neither seeks to prosper 
anything nor to do harm to anything. It is an anarchy, without intention, which 
simply goes on its way. It is desireless, peaceful and constitutive of the possibility 
of all things. It is not a narrative, as political anarchism always is, which has an aim 
and a destination but is that about which we can speak but never grasp or 
encapsulate in words or action. Where political anarchism is a grasping and a 
possessing, this is a letting go, a going with the flow. To practise the anarchism, 


this understanding accepts that you must open yourself up to the anarchy. 


To this end, such an understanding of an-archy, without leaders, accepts that the 
world of human beings that tries to impose itself upon us is a fiction, a dream and 
an illusion. By saying it is so those who want to impose such human-constructed 
views of the world upon us only reinforce the fact that they are not the true reality 
of things. This is the dream we must wake up from, the rhetoric that imagines 
things in certain relations but that cannot stop us reimagining them another way, 
the interpretation that is always prey to reinterpretation. This is not to suggest 
that such things do not have any effects - political or otherwise - but it is to 
suggest that they are not unavoidable effects. It is to think that ultimately 
coercion must Fail or have limits because it can always be avoided or mitigated in 
an existence that is simply not about coercion even whilst that is still one limited, 
conditioned possibility. IF such power were all powerful then how could it be 


ignored? The interpretation of anarchy | speak to here does ignore such 
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expressions of power, not because it can but because it carries no awareness Of it. 
All such rhetorics, concepts, interpretations cannot touch it or even dent it as it 
goes on its way. Unfortunately, we human beings are rarely so impassive, so 
conscientious in our application of what Taoist Deng Ming-Dao calls “the seashore 
mind” - about which | have spoken before and which is that mind which does not 
cling to things. And, thus, the social Fictions gain a foothold and begin to exert 
influence over our lives. Yet this is exactly the point at which the an-archy and an- 
archism | speak to here exerts itself. As the Buddha Gautama himself is reputed to 


have said... our life is the creation of our mind... there is nothing to stick to. 


375/ If you want to change the society, change the people - one by one if you have 


to. The George Carlin dictum still applies: garbage in, garbage out. 


376/ Zen. Let us orientate ourselves to a Zen understanding of existence - of which 
human experience and existence is a part - and which at least some have 


understood as a “Zen anarchy” or “Zenarchy”. 


377/ | wonder if, like me, you experience that phenomenon that exists between 
being Fully asleep and Fully awake? It occurs just before you become fully conscious 
that you are, in Fact, awake and it manifests itself as a stream of thoughts about 
random things. Science tells us that the human brain is actually more active during 
sleep than when we are awake and so this phenomenon is a barely conscious 
experiencing of this before Full consciousness, with its self-awareness, occurs to 


break the spell and snap us out of said state. 
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Now | have never taken any drugs and so never indulged in any “psychedelic 
experiences” or “lucid thinking” - as some people refer to such phenomena - yet 
this “between sleeping and being awake” state that | refer to seems somewhat 
analogous to me. It is relevant to a section of my book now referencing Zen 
because what happens in this state is what | imagine as “uncontrolled thinking” 
which can plausibly be regarded as a meditation-like practice. In this state the mind 
is active but the guard dog of your conscious intellect is not telling you what you 
can and can’t think or impeding the mind with consciously articulated rights and 
wrongs. In fact, | have found this state to be one of the most openness and 
freedom, a state in which thought simply comes and goes according to no 
narrative. This is not a doctrinal or dogmatic state of mind. It is not a state of mind 
that exists in time and that, therefore, is burdened by a past and a Future and a 
present context. It is simply a seashore upon which thought and ideas break... 
only to be washed away again. But because it is so unrestricted in regard to what 
one may think, thoughts occur in this state, | have found, which do not, and 
perhaps cannot, occur when we are fully conscious. This, perhaps, is why people 
want to have “psychedelic experiences” and why such people talk of it as opening 
up new areas of human consciousness and enabling a lucidity of thinking not 


previously possible. 


378/ It helps, of course, that such a state is easily characterisable as “anarchy”. 
Today, as | began to emerge from sleep, and whilst in this state, an imagery of 
fragments filled my mind. The whole cosmos appeared as fragments of things, 
chopped up and dissected. My overwhelming feeling about this, not conscious, was 


that none of the fragments meant anything alone [or that they could be made to 


921 


mean anything alone, which is the same thing]. It was only as a whole, as a related 
and inter-related whole, that anything made sense - and this was not an 
intellectual, reasonable, calculative sense but an intuitive, Felt, experiential sense. 
The world, or so it appeared, had been atomised into insensibility. The Fragments, 
as Fragments, could be made into anything... and this didn’t feel, in my state, as 
something that was legitimate. | believe, without being too mystical about it, that 
this was my intuition, informed by my conscious reading and thinking, no doubt, 
that human thinking has objectivised and tagged and labelled the world... and this 
in error. Human beings have made up narratives for almost everything and then 
canonised these narratives as “the truth”. Here the issue is that there needs to be a 
narrative, that it needs to be canonised, and that there needs to be “the truth”. In 
that state between sleeping and waking there did not need to be any of these 
things. These things, in that state, could only Function as burdens. And so, when 
now conscious and awake, | wonder to myself why that should not also be the case 
now as well? Now | am back stuck with my narratives and my canons and and my 
truths. For even truths about anarchy are truths and even narratives about Taoism 
or Cynicism are narratives. And this is where Zen becomes relevant for it is From 


Zen we get the idea of “nothing to stick to”. 


379/ “Zen Anarchy” is an essay from 2006 by Max Cafard. What follows is quotes 
from, and thoughts inspired by, it. The First immediately shows the usefulness of 
the state | have been referring to and its relevance to Zen: “This is what all the 
great teachers show: Zen is the practice of anarchy (an-arche) in the strictest and 
most super-orthodox sense. It rejects all “arches” or principles — supposedly 


transcendent sources of truth and reality, which are really no more than Fixed 
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ideas, mental habits and prejudices that help create the illusion of dominating 
reality.” This is exactly what my not quite dream state achieves for such “mental 
habits and prejudices” are not activated until | am conscious once again. In that 
state, they are deactivated and my mind is an-archic. The intersection between this 
Zen understanding and conscious, political anarchy is that “As anti-statist as we 
may try to be, our efforts will come to little if our state of mind is a mind of state.” 
This points up that what matters is changing your mind, training yourself out of the 
“Fixed ideas” you have been taught and simply come to accept by osmosis. To this 
end, Zen “helps us dispose of the clutter of authoritarian ideological garbage that 
automatically collects in our normal, well-adjusted mind, so that we become free 
to experience and appreciate the world, nature, and the ‘Ten Thousand Things,’ the 
myriad beings around us, rather than just using them as fuel for our ill-fated 
egoistic cravings.” The conscious mind, this tells us, is set in its ways. It doesn’t 
actually matter in which ways it is set either For all ways are equally set and it is 


being set in any ways which is the problem to be overcome. 


380/ Zen is anarchy. But Zen is not nihilism, For nothing is not nothing. 


381/ Although nothing is not nothing, Zen does teach that there is nothing to get. 
Life is not posed as a question to us who live it and for which we must find an 
answer. It is not about a series of rights we must distinguish from wrongs. There is 
no answer and all answers are illusory. The point of a flower is not to understand it 


but to appreciate it and to co-exist with it. This is ironic and absurd. So what? 
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382/ All words are empty, not least mine. The truth is not in words, reality is not in 


descriptions. Do you want the truth? Be silent! 


383/ When concepts are forgotten and human perception is cleansed everything is 
simply infinite and Fundamentally interrelated. Do not try to describe it! Anarchy 


needs no canons; anarchy needs no truth. Emptiness! 


384/ The no-mind thinks no-thoughts about no-things. Geddit? “Nothing we say 


communicates anything.” 


385/ Zen is not escapism From the world of experience but a more intense 
experience of it, a rejoining of everything together as one from the atomisation of 
objectification we have imposed upon it. Zen is very worldly for it could not be 
anything else. To engage in Zen is to realise you are everything and everything is 
you. This is only one reason why the “enlightenment” or “nirvana” of which 
Buddhism speaks is to be Found simply in living your life with its everyday tasks. 
Zen practitioners do not seek to Flee the world of the everyday but to actualise its 
true significance as part of the whole. Your life, as ordinary as you may think it is, is 


itself nirvana if and when you truly and simply experience it. 


386/ Nature naturing; empty Forms. 


387/ Self? What self? The erasure of narrative begins here! 
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388/ There is a reason that whenever a Zen master is asked what Zen is he answers 
by striking the person who asks or otherwise avoids the question. The question 


does not apply. Do you understand? 


389/ In Zen, as in anarchy, there is no goal, nothing to aim for, no destination. 
Nothing is there to be grasped and what you have should be let go. IF you want a 


source of authority, look nowhere - or now here. “Nothing outside, nothing inside.” 


390/ Perhaps already you Find Zen absurd? Good! Judged by any standard narrative 
that’s exactly as it should seem. Yet it turns around and says its having a narrative 
in the First place that is the problem. To have a mind conformed to Zen’s anarchy is 
simply a matter of “training the mind to practice spontaneously in one’s everyday 
life”. Zen mind is anarchic mind and anarchic mind is a mind free of “Fixed ideas, 


mental habits and prejudices that help create the illusion of dominating reality”. 


391/ Imagine that things are not puzzles or riddles to be worked out to a “correct 


answer” but that they are evoking or provoking a state[lessness] or relationship. 


The latter is more Fundamental and more profound than any answer you could 


ever invent. 


392/ Everything is an opportunity to wake up. 


393/ A negative way of non-attachment and compassion. Compassion because, in 


non-attachment, one has no desires, intentions, goals. One seeks to do no harm. 
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394/ Someone else who writes about Zen and anarchy, this time under the heading 
“Zenarchy”, is Kerry Thornley. The Following notes are quotes from, or notes 
inspired by, him in this book from 1991. He notes that Zen, like anarchy, is not a 
static concept but “alive and vigorous” and it is this because it cannot be, and 


should not ever be, reduced to a definition, narrative or description. 


395/ “When people know themselves and have their own strength, they do not 
need government. Otherwise they are just a mob and must be ruled. On the other 
hand, when rulers do not know themselves, they push the people around. When 


you do not know yourself, you busy yourself with other people.” 


396/ Have as little to do with the powerful as possible. 


397/ What is ‘Mankind’? “‘Mankind’ is an abstract concept that cannot be remade 
after one’s own ideas.” So should we try to reform other people? No, reform 
yourself and let others Follow your example, if they will. It is not your task to force 


them. 


398/ Zen is artistry and the Zen practitioner is an artist. Totalitarian states know 


the danger of the artist. 


399/ “What Zen has most to offer Anarchism is Freedom here and now. No longer 
need the anarchist dream of a utopian millennium as they struggle to outwit the 
State — For they can Find freedom in the contest, by simply knowing that freedom 


is everywhere for those who dance through life, rather than crawl, walk, or run. For 
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if a person has renounced inward ownership of property, renounced possessive 
attachment to their loved ones, and is cheerfully detached From time, with no fear 
or hope for what the Future might bring — they are immune to all threats and 
pleadings of any State in the world. On the streets or in prison — indeed, on their 


very way to execution — they can play!” 


400/ How do you preserve liveliness and originality? You must continually destroy 
old forms or abandon them for new, remembering that all structure is invented, 
False, artificial, inessential. This is as true of governments as it is of narratives. As 


someone once said, “The Sabbath was made for Man, not Man for the Sabbath.” 


401/ Given that there is nothing to stick to, “The perfection of Zen is to be 
perfectly and simply human. The difference of the adept in Zen from the ordinary 
run of human beings is that the latter are, in one way or another, at odds with their 


own humanity, and are attempting to be angels or demons.” 


But there is nothing to stick to! 


402/ How can | become adept at Zenarchy? Simply cease to cherish your own 


opinions and live spontaneously. 


403/ IF you play the game the leaders play it will always be to their advantage. IF 


you want to subvert the outcome, you must play a different game. Think of it like 


playing a competitive game but refusing to keep score. 
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404/ NOT FOUND 


405/ What is the practice of Zenarchy? “Devotion to our activity For its own sake 


with detachment from the results.” 


406/ Conundrum for those looking to be led and for those wanting to offload their 


responsibilities: “God is dead: you are all absolutely Free!” Now what? 


407/ An observation about language: “Words by their nature stress distinctions at 


the expense of interrelatedness.” 


408/ What is the practice of Zen? Carry on with what you are doing. 


409/ How does one get from civilisation to anarchism... does anybody know? Will a 
steering committee be appointed to oversee the introduction of world anarchism? 
This does not appear very realistic and how do we know such a committee would 
consent to give up power when the day came? Even if you could get one country of 
the world to voluntarily become anarchistic how would it then interact with the 
rest of the world that was not? No, anarchism, it seems, is not something that 
could progress like this. It is not going to happen From above and there is going to 
be no anarchist rapture in which people, en masse, see the light. The odds on this 
are about as long as those on the return of Jesus riding a white horse and 
accompanied by the heavenly hosts. What this means is that any anarchist 
revolution will be made up of individuals or small groups of like-minded people 


proceeding directly to anarchistic lives without waiting until all of society joins in. 
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There will be no transition phase. There will just be a letting go and this will catch 
on with others by example and word of mouth or it will not. To see the change you 


must be the change. 


410/ Zenarchy is to be a changed, aware human being regardless of external 
circumstances. It is to throw off the slavery that “seems more comfortable than 
freedom to those long accustomed to it.” It is to have nowhere to lay your head yet 


to be comfortable with anywhere to lay your head. 


411/ The petal of a flower is beautiful by itself; but how much more beautiful as 


part of the Flower? 


412/ Can you be kind to someone without knowing it is called compassion? 


413/ “We are rich not according to what we possess, but according to the number 
of things we can do without.” A general move towards Zenarchy would be made by 
swapping acquisitiveness and a mentality of possession For a simplicity that needs 


next to nothing. 


414/ Law is not order. Order may even be frustrated or interfered with by law. 


Order has no purpose, is not a matter of calculation and seeks no end. Law is what 


people invent when they want control. Do not confuse the two. 


415/ Zen seeks a “naked awareness” and the dissolution of “useless anticipation” 


which ends up in yet more building of false narratives. 
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416/1am useless. 


417/ Liberation is for everybody. 


418/ “As you are walking the streets or riding a public conveyance imagine yourself 
the Father or mother or each person you look at — regardless of age.” This is an 
interesting suggestion which possibly overeggs the rhetorical pudding but to an 
anarchic end. What are relationships but social fictions that we choose to honour 
and infuse with meaning? Yes, all of us came out of a physical mother we grew 
inside. Yes, we are genetic progeny of two human beings directly before us. Yes, 
close proximity to specific human beings in a context of care and familial bond 
creates attachment in us. Yet, in theory and practice, you could potentially have 
that relationship to and for anybody. Indeed, that being so, why not do that? This is 
what Jesus did and some of those preserving him as literary remains wanted us to 
remember him as doing too. The anarchy that is the universe does no harm; it has 
no friends and enemies, no family and strangers. It knows everything intimately 
whilst being attached to nothing. Yet, without it, nothing would exist and from its 


unconcerned compassion everything is sustained. The middle way. 


419/ Itis no virtue to develop a liking for the cage you have been tricked into. 


420/ The virtue of absent-mindedness; you neither remember your bad deeds nor 


your good deeds and so you build no narrative of self. Anarchy has no opinions. 
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421/ From Zen we move back to Tao, Zen being a Japanese form of Buddhism 
related to Ch’an Buddhism, Buddhism as it evolved in China influenced by Taoism. 
Taoism is the philosophy of the yin and the yang. Note how they are presented in 
the famous symbol, two parts of one whole and each also within the other, 
inseparable if distinguishable, a relatability and need for one another that is more 
Fundamental. Without one what would the other be? It would not be. What do 
Taoists have in common with anarchists? That For most of them the universe is 


regarded as in a continuous state of Flux. This is basic. This is its order. 


422/ \n a world of yin and yang assertion is often Foolish. How can one say what is 
when its opposite is also implicated in its existence? The guiding metaphor here is 
relatability and the relations of things to one another. Absolute values pass away 
when values are themselves related. No good without bad, no light without dark. 
This is Fundamentally related to an observance of nature and becomes something 
unpretentious and unknowing, sincere and spontaneous, generous and detached. 
For the Taoist, this “way of nature” becomes an art of living based in simplicity, in 
actionless action, in non-assertion and letting things be, in an innocent, creative 


play. 


423/ Awriter called simply “Josh” in a document titled “Anarchism and Taoism” on 
The Anarchist Library website notes a startling similarity between the Taoist 
cardinal virtue, actionless action, in Chinese, wu-wei, and the Greek, anarchy, an- 
archy. He writes “Just as ‘an-archos’ in Greek means absence of a ruler, wu-wei 
means lack of wei, where wei refers to ‘artificial, contrived activity that interferes 


with natural and spontaneous development’. From a political point of view, wei 
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refers to the imposition of authority. To do something in accordance with wu-wei is 
therefore considered natural; it leads to natural and spontaneous order. It has 
nothing to do with all forms of imposed authority.” This is indeed an interesting 
similarity and boosts Taoism’s anarchic claims. But, in truth, Taoism is probably the 
most Fully developed and naturalistically observed anarchistic philosophy human 
kind has perhaps yet developed. It encompasses a view of not just human political 
society and existence, as the 19th century anarchistic thinkers did, but absolutely 
everything imaginable. It seeks to account for the whole of life and why anything 
exists as well. It is truly a philosophy in its mystical concern and its Fundamentally 


practical application. 


424/ In this sense we may describe Taoism as a “nature philosophy” and | would 
regard Cynicism as the Greek version of the same. Taoism, however, mainly due to 
the survival of key documents from its First centuries, unlike the situation with the 
key Cynics such as Diogenes, who is remembered only in Fragments and anecdotes, 
now appears the more fleshed out philosophy. Yet, in both cases, we must 
remember that they both spring from the same place: an observation of nature 
and a belief that to be most human is to be most natural - regarded as acting ina 
way in tune with nature and that is not impeding to nature. These ways then 
appear anarchic because they seek to mirror nature in so Far as they can. This is 
why Diogenes lounges around in discarded tubs and why the Tao Te Ching advises 
“Practise actionless action. Work without doing” in its 63rd chapter. In neither case 
is this about laziness, rebelling against sense or reason, or a nihilism which sees no 
point in doing anything. To the contrary: here, as in everything else, it is a matter of 


going with and not against the grain of the whole. It is about dissolving the 
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coercive aspect, for example in work, and living simply and without artificial intent 
or intent to artificiality. The concept of balance comes into this when the artificial 
and hierarchical cultures that human beings invent inevitably subjugate nature and 
regard it as something created to service human needs. Nature itself is then 
regarded as subservient to humanity in a game of domination and control which 
disregards the delicate balance of things one to another which is the whole. 
Nature’s anarchic order does not work like this even if it enables us to think and act 
like this. The Taoist ideal is then a simplified and, originally, agrarian collectivism 
which seeks to simply live in balance with nature much like any other creature 
does. Taoism acts as a rebuke to civilisation For going off on egoistic Flights of 
Fancy, intending to build Fictional kingdoms for itself and to subjugate things in 
general to its will and purposes. It regards civilisation as that which does what it 


does because it can rather than because it should. 


425/ Taoism is an anti-civilisation and pro-nature’s anarchy philosophy. 


426/ Yet Taoism also realises that people must live but it views nature’s anarchy as 
a place where we can live within the nature of things. By suggesting an alternative 
to civilisation, Taoism makes the explicit claim that civilisation is not necessary For 
life. However, in doing this, it also refutes the very idea that “life” is what 
civilisation regards as life. Life, in today’s terms, is not having a Spotify 
subscription, several fastidiously curated social media accounts and being up to 
date on the output of rolling news coverage some attention hungry news service 
continually churns out. These are manifestations of the artificial, egoistic 


civilisation that wants, for money, always For money, to pit person against person, 
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build empires and kingdoms, control and corral people, and seek selfish gain - all 
without caring overly much about the consequences, both foreseeable and 
unforeseeable. Civilisation, says Taoism, is not balance and, therefore, and 
Fundamentally so, its outcome cannot be good - either For many of those within it 


or affected by it, or in the end. 


427/ Put it the way Ramon Elani does in his 2016 essay “Dark Virtue: Daoism and 
the Rejection of Civilization”: “When things are left to their natural state they 
Function as they should, when human beings try to control and interfere with 


natural processes, the entire human and non-human world is thrown into chaos”. 


Precisely. 


428/ It is in this sense that the Tao Te Ching [in its 18th chapter] reports things like 
justice and virtue, benevolence and cleverness, as less than ideal. Actually, in so 
doing, it regards human beings as engaging in egoistic flights of fancy and 
Forgetting the simplicity of nature’s way. In its own terms, such things are a 
departure from the Tao, the mystical term it uses to express the anarchistic union 
of things. Justice and virtue, benevolence and cleverness, are then human 
impositions upon a way that has no cleverness, knows no justice, needs no 
benevolence and has a non-interested virtue of its own. The Tao Te Ching, which in 
other places mentions human rulers, does so only at the expense of taking almost 
the entire content of rule away. It removes all of the coercion of rule and speaks 
against law, morality, education, taxes and punishment. We may see this, in line 
with the ideal mentioned above, as the Tao Te Ching wanting to turn civilised 


leaders [where civilised is not a good thing] back into leaders of more primitive 


934 


communal tribes. 


429/ There is an element of self-discipline and willed simplicity to this which would 
seem vital in the anarchist in general. As Ramon Elani quotes Tao Te Ching, chapter 
80, we see a perfect example of this: “Let there be a little country without many 
people. Let them have tools that do the work of ten or a hundred, and never use 
them. Let them be mindful of death and disinclined to long journeys. They'd have 
ships and carriages, but no place to go. They'd have armor and weapons, but no 
parades. Instead of writing, they might go back to using knotted cords...The next 
little country might be so close the people could hear cocks crowing and dogs 
barking there, but they'd get old and die without ever having been there.” This 
speaks to a [self-] limited life with little wants, needs or desires that are relatively 
easily satisfied. It speaks against a life, in general and on the whole, of too much 
curiosity or egoism or technology. It suggests that those who want for nothing are 
better off than those who want for everything. “Why can’t you simply be happy 
with what you have and with simple needs simply satisfied?” is what this text 


seems to say. And its a very good question. Why can’t you? 


430/ Such a passage, in tandem with lots of others, of course, also questions why 
we even need human intervention, which is what civilisation is, in the first place. 
Was the world not running properly until Fish crawled out of the sea, evolved into 
apes over millions of years, and finally became homo sapiens? It is the 
understanding of Taoism that there is an anarchic union, and unity, of things that 
cohere in a mystically conceived principle - termed only the Tao - behind that. Here 


no one part rules over other parts. The whole proceeds spontaneously and without 
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desire that needs no intervention. The universe is left to run itself and, running 
itself, it supplies and creates all the things we can see and experience and likely 
many more we can’t. Does this sound like a place that is in desperate need of 
human intervention and control? Does this sound like a place that such things 
would improve? Or can they only make things worse... as John Cage, the Zen 


musician, was Fond of saying in his writing? 


431/ Earlier, in quoting the book of Zhuangzi, | quoted perhaps its most famous 
passage, the “butterfly dream”. It presents a dichotomy and, in doing so, it 
challenges the dualism inherent in much thinking but to which a strictly holist 
Taoism stands opposed. The point here is not that all linguistic dualism is wrong. 
This would be foolish, not least because it is not clear that human beings, as 
language users, could operate For very long without using such dualisms. Yet such 
use of dualism is not to say that each side is as good as the other nor to say that 
the distinctions drawn are absolute and actual in a universe of anarchy in which 
language refers to reality but isn’t an experience of reality. In this passage 
Zhuangzi critiques language itself as a conveyor of reality as much as he sets up an 
idea For us to ponder as his readers. How do we distinguish between being awake 
and the dream and how can linguistic descriptions of reality help in that? Or can 
they help at all? Are they left impotent? Can they tell if a butterfly is dreaming he is 
a man or a man is dreaming he is a butterfly? Isn’t there a sense, now we think 
about it, that he is continually a bit of both? Are things not actually as precise and 
objective, as clear cut and artificially excerpted, as the language makes it seem? 
Language, in this passage, is therefore put under the microscope itself and it is 


Found to talk about reality by taking that which it talks about out of reality. 
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Language and reality are not the same thing. No wonder, then, that, later on, the 
book of Zhuangzi, will ask for someone who has forgotten words! But what is left 


without words? Silent-experience. Existence. Reality. 


432/ From thinking such as this comes suspicion of narratives, definitions, rhetoric - 
the latter, of course, now being what everything, all talk, becomes. IF language is 
not itself reality put into words, if it is only using or referring to reality, then an 
important gap has opened up. This, in other terminology, is what turns a humanity 
set on doing epistemology, and so claiming to actually know things, communicate 
realities and possess things called truth and understanding, the latter being the 
kind of understanding which actually, really understands, into a humanity which is 
condemned to mere hermeneutics and interpretation. All philosophies are based 
on worldview and having some concept of yourself in relation to other things, any 
other things, and this requires you to have in mind some, quite often unspoken, 
idea of how everything fits together in your head. The Taoist view is that there is 
anarchy and we are in it. We don’t know anything, words tell us nothing, we don’t 
understand, we have no means of determining truth, our meanings are made up 
and our values are generated. All we can do is interpret and the temptation is to do 
it in Favour of ourselves, a temptation we often fail to resist. Taoism, to the 


contrary, asks you to give up your opinions. 


433/ When reading the Zhuangzi readers encounter the character Robber Chih. He 
is not a nice man. He is described by Ramon Elani as “a fearsome warlord who 
terrorizes the country side with his army. He rapes, steals, and murders with 


impunity.” Not, then, a “civilised” Figure. But the problem here is that Robber Chih 
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is not throughout the Zhuangzi regarded as a misguided character. When 
confronted by Confucius, for example, who wants to dissuade him from his life of 
crime and tame him to a life of civilisation, appealing to notions of personal gain 
and societal morality in his appeal, Chih immediately repudiates such values since, 
for him, they hold no more value than his simple ability to act freely and 
unfettered as he pleases. The Zhuangzi does not look negatively upon this [and its 
hard to see how it could given the rest of its text]. Elani quotes Chih’s response as 


Follows: 


“| have heard that of old the birds and the animals were many but the men were 
Few. In those days the people all lived in nests to escape them. In the daytime they 
gathered acorns and chestnuts, and at nightfall perched in the treetops; therefore 
they were named the Nester clan people. Of old the people did not know how to 
clothe themselves, in summer they piled up masses of Firewood, and in winter 
burned it; therefore they were named the Life-knower people. In the age of Shen- 
nung they slept sound, woke fresh, the people knew their mothers, but did not 
know their Fathers, and lived as neighbours with the deer. By ploughing they were 
Fed, by weaving clothed, and there was no mischief in their hearts. This was the 


culmination of utmost Power.” 


What Chih describes, in terms of Chinese history, is the period before the Yellow 
Emperor who brought innovations of culture and civilisation to China. But not 
everyone thought this was progress and not everyone ignored that this also 
brought war and the spilling of blood. Chih derides such a one-sided view of 


“civilised values”. Ramon Elani notes in “Dark Virtue” that “We can see in this 
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utopian vision many elements that resonate with contemporary critiques of 
civilization. That humanity should not be the dominant species. That human beings 
can live simply and by doing so Find peace. And most importantly, that this is the 
highest Form of virtue humanity can aspire to.“ Confucius only told half the story of 
civilisation and only sought to mitigate the things in Robber Chih that it wished to 


oppose. We see this exampled in a Further speech Chih makes: 


“Now you cultivate the Way of King Wen and King Wu, and with all the eloquence 
in the world at your disposal you teach it to a later generation. In your spreading 
robe and narrow belt you bend words and Falsify deeds, to delude and lead astray 
the princes of the empire, hoping to get riches and honors from them. There’s no 
robber worse than you. Why doesn’t the world call you Robber Confucius instead 


of calling me Robber Chih?” 


“The moralist, in other words, is just as bad as the murderer,” remarks Ramon Elani 
of this speech. Quite. “The state employs men like Confucius to lecture about 
morality while the state is the greatest criminal of them all,” he continues. 
Remember that the next time someone is reeling off a list of civilisation’s 
presumed benefits and then ask yourself if Robber Chih was really any worse. It is 
worth noting, as Elani will a couple of pages later, that “civilisation allows nothing 


to be Free”. What greater crime could there be than that? 


434/ Primitivism. Here we begin to tumble into a Taoist primitivism. As Ramon 


Elani remarks, “living things can indeed be managed. They can be made to look and 


behave just the way we want them to. But this can only be accomplished by their 
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suffering. And in the end, the price of this management will be that most of them 
will die. To manage and control, the logic of civilization, is to destroy. This is true 
for everything, human or animal, animate or inanimate. To force something to 
conform to an idea that is not within its nature can only bring about its 
annihilation. Likewise, to seek to control something is to do violence to it.” Think, 
for example, of the mass domestication of animals that human civilisation has 
engaged in. We have turned the animal kingdom into things aimed to feed or 
service us or to provide us with imagined companionship, but companionship that 
the animals concerned are not Free to opt out of. “We are so far from the way, the 
primitivist argues, that we value the standards that we have invented over the will 
and nature of things as they are. The more we impose our control on the world, the 
more we separate ourselves From it” comments Ramon Elani. But then we invented 
right and wrong, good and bad, and multiplied our needs into wants and desires. 
We subjugated things to our will, artificially interfered in nature and valued our 
own organisation over that of nature itself, substituting power and control for 
letting things be as they may. Yet living things do not want to be controlled. They 
have their ways and value their felt and imagined Freedoms. But civilisation is not 
about Freedom: it is about control. As Robber Chih again notes, by inventing right, 
we learned wrong. It is worth noting that all this was apparent to people in an age 
over 2,000 years ago which most of us would call primitive by today’s standards. 


How much more so now? 


435/ Ramon Elani also tells us in “Dark Virtue” about Bao Jingyan, a Taoist 


philosopher from around 300 CE who delivers “the greatest direct statement of 


Daoist anarchism”. He “utterly rejects the notion of rulership and asserts that the 
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natural state of humanity is in small, self-sufficient communities, living alongside 
the animals. For Bao Jingyan, this utopia is disrupted by the acquisition of 
knowledge. Following contemporary anarcho-primitivist arguments concerning the 
developments of the neolithic revolution, Bao suggests that the search for 
knowledge led to the establishment of hierarchies, notions of profit and class, and 
the invention of new destructive technologies. Likewise Bao insists that crime and 
injustice are byproducts of rulership and denounces the moral hypocrisy of the 
state.” Elani continues that “The meaning of the [Tao] For Bao is for things to live 
according to their nature, which is to say, freely and without the imposition of 
external sources of pain or unhappiness. To experience injury, sickness, and 
ultimately death, these things are part of life and cannot be escaped. Thus they are 
natural and we should not seek to avoid them. The horse, however, is not born 
with a bit and bridle. The ox is not born with a yoke. These things are unnatural and 
are condemned by Bao.” Bao, in Fact, as Elani goes on, imagines a utopian, romantic 
primitivism: “In the early state of nature humanity experienced a level of 
connectedness with the world and the creature. Bao writes, ‘the ravening tiger 
could be trodden on, the poisonous snake handled. Men could wade through 
swamps without raising the waterfowl, and enter the woodlands without startling 
the fox.’ The bellies of the people were full, there were no ideas of property or 
wealth, and there was peace between the people. Once knowledge began to 
fracture and disrupt this unity, war, greed, and oppression Followed. To prevent 
the spread of civilization, in the words of Bao Jingyan, ‘is like trying to dam a river 
in Full Flood with a handful of earth.’” With that, we are back to a civilisation that 
exists and what is the anarchist going to do about it? The answer, of course, is 


nothing. It is now too late unless you wish to start doing harm and Forcing lack of 
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civilisation upon civilisation. This is not the Taoist way even as it was not the Cynic 
way as exampled by Diogenes, Crates and Hipparchia, and others. They simply took 
their leave of civilisation and civilised ways and practiced another way to live. A 
Taoist example of this might be seen in the Following Four excerpts from the Tao 


Te Ching: 


436/ | attain to complete emptiness, 

| maintain steadfast tranquility. 

All things come into being, 

And by this | see their return. 

All things Flourish, 

And each returns to its root. 

This is called tranquility. 

“Tranquility” - this means to return 
To your destiny. 

To return to your destiny is 

Known as the constant. 

To know of the constant 

Is to be wise. 

Woe to the one who willfully innovates 
While ignorant of the constant. 

IF one knows the constant, 

One can understand and embrace all. 
To be all-embracing is to be impartial; 


Impartiality leads to kingliness; 
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To be kingly is to be like heaven; 
To be like heaven is to be one with the Way; 
The Way leads to abiding forever. 


Such a one suffers no harm. [Tao Te Ching, 16] 


437/ Give up learning, and end your troubles. 
Is there a difference between yes and no? 

Is there a difference between good and bad? 
Must | Fear what others Fear? 

What nonsense! 

Other people are content 

Enjoying their traditions, 

But I alone am tranquil and quiet, 

Not knowing where | am. 

Like a baby before it learns to smile, 

| am alone without a place to go. 

Others have more than they need, 

But | alone have nothing. 

Mine is the mind of a fool - 

How blank! 

The vulgar are sharp and clever, 

But I alone am dull and stupid. 

Formless am | like the ocean; 

Shapeless am | as the wind blowing about. 


Everyone else has a purpose, 
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| alone am stubborn and uneducated. 

| alone am different and value 

Being fed by the mother. [Tao Te Ching, 20] 

438/ A person of superior virtue is unaware of their virtue, 
And so they are virtuous. 

A person of inferior virtue acts lauding their “virtue”, 

And is therefore not virtuous. 

The former never acts, 

Yet leaves nothing undone. 

The latter acts, 

But there are things left undone. 

A person of superior virtue acts 

But has no ulterior motive. 

A person of inferior virtue acts 

But has an ulterior motive. 

When a just person does something, 

They leave a great deal to be done. 

A disciplinarian does something and when no one responds 
They roll up their sleeves and attempt to Force order. 
Therefore, when the Way is lost we have virtue; 

When virtue is lost there is morality; 

When morality is lost there is ritual performance. 

Ritual performance is the merest husk of Faith and loyalty; 
It is the beginning of confusion and disorder. 


Knowledge of the future is only the appearance of the Way 
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And the beginning of stupidity. 
So the great one sets their heart upon the substantial rather than the superficial 
And dwells in reality rather than appearance. 


They prefer what is within to what is without. [Tao Te Ching, 38] 


439/ Fame or self: which matters more? 

Self or wealth: which is more precious? 

Gain or loss: which is worse? 

Being attached to things means great expense. 
The one who hoards loses a lot. 

A contented person is never disappointed, 
Knowing when to stop, you are free from danger. 


Then you can endure. [Tao Te Ching, 44] 


440/ Tao Te Ching 16 imagines a person of emptiness and tranquility, a person of 
peace, uninhabited by narratives and desires, who observes how things come and 
go, acting according to their nature. This is in accordance with the way of all things 
and recognising and acknowledging this is wisdom. The error here, which 
Forewarns one of danger, is to attempt to “innovate” contrary to this way. It, thus, 
speaks against the very idea of civilisation, which is innovation and artificiality 
itself, and which leads to action contrary to the way of all things. Living in accord 
with the way is not artificial and leaves all things open to us that are possible and 
things are then impartial between us and them. This is how things survive to their 
best advantage and how the whole survives. Living in accordance with the way of 


nature, one suffers no harm that is not simply a part of nature anyway and so the 
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Further message here is that civilisation introduces many sufferings that could 


easily be avoided if only we avoided it. 


441/ Tao Te Ching 20 contrasts the person who lives according to the way with the 
mass of people who engage in civilisation. The First sentence might not be part of 
the text but scholars have not agreed on any emendation that commands assent. It 
is a startling notion in itself. The learning we should give up, by the by, is the 
knowing and knowledge of civilisation, an entity which claims to progress based on 
bringing the universe under its knowing command. This is merely troublesome 
under the logic of the way. That logic asks about the difference between yes and 
no or good and bad and doubts that they are separate entities simply to be 
distinguished, set apart and contrasted. The text then eulogises a quiet, 
unknowing innocence which exists in poverty. The practitioner of the way is 
imagined as one having an empty mind, who is formless and shapeless and who has 
no purpose. It is a simplicity of existence. Stubborn to the ways of civilisation and 
refusing to be educated by it, this practitioner looks to be fed by the way of all 
things itself. Life is not here imagined to be about civilised customs, wealth, or a 


knowing control. 


442/ Tao Te Ching 38 speaks in Favour of the person who acts without a knowing 
self-awareness or deliberation. This, after chapter 37, which speaks of the way in 
similar terms, means the person who acts in accordance with it. This is the way 
which leaves nothing left undone [because it didn’t set out to do anything] by not 
setting out to do anything with a purpose, desire or intention. When we act 


purposefully, in the logic of the Tao Te Ching, this can only leave things 
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incomplete, out of kilter, and at odds with the whole. This way lies avoidable pain 
and destruction. So we should act without ulterior motive, remembering that both 
justice and disciplinarianism are things which attempt to enforce their will upon 
other things. They neither attain what they seek nor lack their own, unwelcome 
effects. Thus is exhibited a sliding scale of the way, virtue, morality and ritual 
performance of custom, the latter of which is not much more than a “doing what 
you are told”. This is very far From the way and, in its attempt to impose order, risks 
disorder in contravening it. Conventional human knowledge is here seen as stupid 
and as an appearance of knowledge rather than its reality. It is superficial rather 
than substantial. To be preferred is the unknowingness of the way, which is reality, 


rather than the mere appearance of knowledge. 


443/ Tao Te Ching 44 is quite a simple chapter compared to some others of the Tao 
Te Ching and compares survival with Fame, wealth and gain. The person who wrote 
this did not fear losing things for they saw existence, and peaceful, uncontentious 
existence at that, as the more valuable commodity. Indeed, wealth and possessions 
are in this chapter regarded as things which will bring you a lot of unnecessary 
trouble which, it implies, is not worth the bother. Simple peaceful contentment 
leads to no such problems and an enduring existence. In this chapter, peaceful 


simplicity is the key to long life. 


444/ All of this is one example of the Taoist’s anarchy and how to exist in it. It is not 
a wealthy, cultured, knowing, controlling existence. The world around us is not 
regarded as resources to possess or exert power over. It is not a place where our 


view of right and wrong is made so. This point of view can even be held by some 
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politically motivated anarchists whose only problem with modern capitalist life, it 
seems, is that neither the wealth nor their point of view has been shared out 
enough. This is not the Taoist view [or, indeed, the Cynic view or the view of 
several other references throughout this project either]. The Taoist view is more 
radical and more thoroughgoing and it does not compromise with civilisation: it is 
straightforwardly anti-civilisation whether, in some texts, eschewing it entirely or, 
in others, stripping it of any power or coercive ability. In its mystical approach and 
its ultimately very practical context, it asks us simply to take part in the anarchy 


rather than to frustrate it - and needlessly suffer and destroy as a consequence. 


445/ This is the anarchy to which | subscribe, it is the anarchy of a universe which 
doesn’t talk, cannot speak and has no opinion. It is an anarchy which is real but 
impassive, genuine and desireless, authentic yet inevitable. It is an anarchy that will 
not be controlled, over which we cannot gain power and from which we cannot 
run. All we can do is decide how we are going to exist within it For the relative 
microsecond of time we exist within it as a self-aware identity. Any narrative we 
build about it, like any narrative we build at all, will be false and words will always 
Find themselves inadequate to it. We might say that, ideally, we should live quiet, 
peaceful lives, seeking neither wealth nor fame, and so live a simple life of tranquil 
contentment. So, in a way, "In the end it's all very simple. Either we give ourselves 


to Silence or we don't." — Adyashanti 
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PROLOGUE 


The future is the past, 
The past is the future. 


All are one. 


From multiple points in time and space voices are heard. 
These voices utter words which are unintelligible. 

They say nothing. 

They communicate nothing. 


They know nothing. 


They are the voices of the Source. 


Go beyond the streams 

And leave desires behind. 

Give up contemplation and meditation, 
Press on to the other shore. 

Break the boundaries of conscious thought, 


Until there is no shore and be free. 


Empty and at peace, 
Free from passion. 
Beyond light and dark, 


In the brightness of awokenness. 
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Beyond right and wrong, beyond teachings, 


At peace. 


No longer petty, 

No longer returning like For like. 

No longer seeking pleasure, 

No longer hurting or causing pain. 

No longer damaging with thought, word or deed, 


A being under control. 


To revere the Source 

Is good. 

To see it through appearance 
And Familiarity. 

To meet the truth 


And separateness. 


Things are not as they seem, 
The world is not as it appears. 
The wealthy are not rich, 

The esteemed are not noble. 
You are Free when, 


You have broken all human bonds. 


To have cut the ties and loosened the fastenings, 
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To have opened the door is to awake. 
To have gained innocence and endured, 
Is to touch infinity. 

To exist beyond one body, self-trained, 


Is to recognise immortality. 


Not to cling but to Flow, 

Is to become the Source. 

To put down the burden, 

Is to experience new life. 

To have wisdom beyond the path, 
Is to gaze upon the highest end. 
To be a wanderer and alone, 
Without desire. 

To not kill nor wish to kill, 

To care For all life. 

Tolerant, peaceful, free from greed, 


In regard to all things. 


Lust, hate, pride, insincerity, 

Are unknown in the Source. 

Here peace, usefulness and truth, 
Are one. 

To be given and not to take, 


Is its wisdom. 


952 


To not crave heaven or earth 

Or the Source is infinite Freedom. 
With a mind beyond doubt, 

And a longing For nothing. 
Beyond good and evil, 


Beyond sorrow and passion. 


To Find pleasure in that which does not pass away 
Is the Source. 

To have passed beyond the illusion 

OF conditioned things. 

To wander without a home, 


But not to care. 


To experience neither gods nor men 
Nor yet even all creation as a bondage. 
To have escaped the fetters 

OF pleasure and pain. 

To have learned the secret 


OF going and returning. 


To walk a path no one knows, 
Past, present, Future as nothing. 
An inner life pure and conquering, 


That has reached journey’s end. 
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Free from life that ends in death, 


Who bathes in the river that is the Source. 


The future is the past, 
The past is the Future. 


All are one. 


INTRODUCTION 


Had you read the previous book in the series of books | have been doing [and you 
should], that book being the third in a series on anarchy philosophically and 
spiritually understood which, taken together, were titled There is Nothing to Stick 
to, you would have learnt that anarchism, imagined as a 19th century political 
movement to readjust society away From owners and capital and coercive states, is 
not something | fall in line with. There is, it seems to me, always going to be a 
problem when anarchism is imagined merely politically and this problem can be 
summed up by imagining politics as merely the business of shuffling the 
passengers on the Titanic. The ship is still going to sink because its still going to hit 
the iceberg. Anarchy politically imagined, | think, is just such a vessel doomed to 
Failure because such political anarchy, For all its good intentions and righteous 
indignation at coercive Forms of civilisation, only itself wants to reorganise the 
pieces of the same puzzle. Political anarchism imagines that if we organise people 
differently - in whichever anarchist or broadly socialist Form is chosen - then all will 
be well. | think this is naive and stupid. | think the problem is not simply how 


people are organised but the people themselves! That being the case, if all you do 
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is reorganise the people, even along anarchist lines, all you get is the same kinds of 
people that have been reorganised. The spiritual, philosophical anarchy | have 
spoken about in the three books of There is Nothing to Stick to before this one, to 
the contrary, recognise that you not only need a lack of organisation, you also need 
people who are willing to change themselves or be changed. Anarchy, if it is to run 


smoothly, requires certain kinds of people. 


This may, at first, seem counter-intuitive and, if you are still stuck viewing 
anarchism as a political movement, you probably have reason to see it that way. 
But the context for anarchy, as | tried to explain primarily in the third of the three 
previous books in the There is Nothing to Stick to series, is not earthbound politics 
but a spiritual and philosophical conception of everything that is. This is anarchy. 
Anarchy is not something we make; anarchy is what we were always already in and 
what was always already acting upon us. On this understanding anarchy doesn’t 
need to be made: it already exists! Some have broadly equated this anarchy with 
nature or the natural world, the random ways in which the physical universe has 
organised itself, without coercion and without “action” [understood in a Daoist 
sense]. | Fully endorse this way of thinking, a way that in previous books of mine | 
saw supported by Daoists before the Common Era and by Cynics in the Hellenistic 
world at roughly the same time. These were two early “anti-civilisation” 
movements which saw the dangers in moving away from living in a simple harmony 
with nature. Whilst it is true to say that now, over 2,000 years of human activity 
later, this horse has long since bolted in many parts of our planet, this, by itself, 
Forces no one to accept that “we must all be civilised now”. Both Daoist and Cynic 


examples suggest a path of principled self-actualisation regardless of the 
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prevailing external conditions. Both imagine that things change when people 
themselves change, have a moment of realisation and then determine to live a life 
according to a specific practice, one in tune with their natural surroundings and 
that takes them into account. This is not an external coerciveness but an inner 
Formation based on what | can only conceive of as a “spiritual” appreciation of 


existence as it is within a philosophical context. 


So here | am saying that for the human being to realise their place in everything 
that exists, something human beings have seemed to want to do for as long as 
they have existed, they have to see themselves in the context of the whole, they 
have to realise that all this was not made for them but that they were made as a 
tiny, insignificant [and quite random and unnecessary] part of it but, nevertheless, 
a part that is part of a great chain of interconnected existence. We can affect the 
whole and it, or the other parts of it, can affect us too. Indeed, all these parts are 
constantly interacting with each other to make the whole what it is. Once you do 
that, of course, you begin to give yourself a context and, indeed, to ask after what 
this context is like and is about. You gain an awareness which can be corrupted into 
a self-conscious, Fictional narrative in which you tell existence what it is rather than 
living in its free Flow. This is precisely the Daoist [and sometimes the Zen] point 
and how it goes about articulating its own anarchy. That point is that all words, 
descriptions, narratives are fictions and that “the way of all things” cannot be 
captured within them. Existence goes on its way, just as itis, beyond words and so, 
consequently, beyond human knowledge or understanding, something which is 
beholden to words and language. It is, in this sense, ineffable - anarchically so. The 


Daoist and Cynic perspective is that to be most in accord with this ineffable, 
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inexpressible “way” is to operate at our optimum and to actualise ourselves as 


natural human beings to our maximum potential. 


Clearly, this involves taking account of these other things and realising that they 
exist just as randomly or unnecessarily or accidentally as we do. This should 
inculcate a togetherness, an acknowledgement of kinship and familiarity. This 
togetherness, of course, is a togetherness of difference for we are not all made as 
clones of each other and the whole of creation contains many species of things 
each formed in their circumstances and in their own way. Yet all come from the 
same source. All share many circumstances in common including, not least, the 
interconnected necessity of everything else for everything exists thanks to lots of 
other things it had no hand in creating - just like we do. To recognise this 
togetherness, this contingency of existence and this need to appreciate the whole 
takes an awareness and much that you might read in and about both Daoism and 
Zen Buddhism Focuses on awareness, an awareness of reality when human fictions 
that often seek to bind it are exploded and dissolved. Similarly, from both oriental 
and Greek sources, we get the notion that “everything flows”, a notion which 
inculcates “living in the moment” in a natural environment that is always changing, 
even as we ourselves are. Indeed, in those Eastern spiritualities | have so far 
mentioned the notion of a fixed “self” is anathema. For them change is normal and 
stasis is what is unnatural and this is partly why notions of fixed narratives which 


“describe” or “understand” reality are regarded as fictional and delusional. 


Primarily what we learn From the background, philosophical and spiritual, that | 


have explored in the There is Nothing to Stick to project, which you can read 
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through for yourself, is that it is not us that should be changing things to suit us 
[and often only us or even only some privileged few of us - call that characteristic 
of civilisation] but that it is us which should be changed ourselves. In particular, we 
should never allow ourselves to become set in our ways or normalised to a 
narrative - either of self or about the world. The understanding of anarchy | seek to 
speak to is one of Flow, of change, of movement, of something beyond control and 
beyond intention, of an environment which is in some sense a harmony - but never 
a harmony that wants to go anywhere or that has a purpose. People give things 
purposes but the way of all things has no purpose, goal or end point in sight. It has 
no sight. Part of reconciling oneself to the anarchy that | claim is always already 
here, brought to such a point by my readings in Daoist texts, Zen texts, texts about 
the Cynics, the texts of certain Western philosophers, is adjusting oneself to this 
change and flow and unlearning much that one has previously been taught and 
that now forms the framework of our thinking such that thoughts of change and 
Flow, of radical anarchy apparent and existent everywhere in the universe, become 


disturbing thoughts. 


Yet it is my suggestion that this is exactly what we must do for it is how we think - 
and consequently who we are - that is the problem and not merely external things 
like political organisation or the structure of society. These, in fact, are 
manifestations of who we have become. But they do not need to be and they are 
changeable. Indeed, the whole point of my writing on this topic, in one sense, has 
been to say that we don’t have to be who we currently appear to be. In many 
respects to become more natural, more contingent, more harmonious beings - 


which | am saying is the beings that we actually can be - we need to do what Zen 
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and Daoism each, in their way, suggest and to forget everything and “know 
nothing”. | will go into this Further below but, for now, it is safe only to say that a 
major stumbling block to living more natural [which is necessarily less civilised] 
lives is giving up much customary human thinking and abandoning many of the 
social Fictions that we have saddled ourselves with, things, for example, such as 
money and monetary value, the concept of countries or territories and the idea of 
government. It is very much my view that people make societies and a logical 
consequence of this is that any society, however formulated or structured, can 


only be the sum of its parts. 


That said and acknowledged, there cannot be a peaceful, harmonious, “equal” or 
“environmentally friendly” human society anywhere whilst the people are 
themselves individually unpeaceful, disharmonious, unequal and environmentally 
unfriendly - as well as living inauthentic lives of bad Faith towards themselves and 
others to boot. | am talking here [quite openly] about a spiritual and philosophical 
reformation at the personal level and | see this as the necessary precursor to a 
better world. | do not say it is necessary for anarchy though. Anarchy is whatever is 
the case right now. It is not the case, however, that every thought and action we 
take mirrors the anarchy that is existence in its nature and manner of operation. It 
is this which the philosophical and spiritual resources | have explored in There is 
Nothing to Stick to seek to explore and exploit. They are an argument, when put 
together as | have sought to do in three previous books, for acting more exactly in 
accordance with existence most broadly understood in its manner of operation. 
They seek to promote peaceful, harmonious and fundamentally authentic living 


within that context. They are in part a reflection of this anarchy and in part a 
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playing our part in it. They are to make this anarchy personal and to take it 
personally. They are an argument for anarchy at the existential level and an 
argument for human society as the sum of its parts much as | see something like 
the Tao Te Ching and the Zhuangzi saying too. They are to argue that we will not 
bring the presumed benefits of anarchist political action to our habitat by political 
action but only by being changed personally ourselves so that the political state 
anarchism imagines comes to be by a natural osmosis. Osmosis or terrible disaster 
are the only two routes to a state of anarchism politically understood. The First is 


preferable on numerous easily imaginable grounds. 


And so it is to personal change, seeing things differently and nature in its manner 
of operation that | will turn in what follows. | will Focus on the philosophical and 
spiritual traditions that | think best display this but you are Free to think of others 
for it is not here about laying down rules, creating a canon or fabricating a new 
narrative. In Fact, it may very well be about Forgetting such things whole and entire 
and just co-existing [for existence is always a co-existence]. What we probably 
need, however, is another point of view and to recognise that these validly exist, a 
thought which, in itself, is now often thought dubious in some quarters in these 
highly partisan times. It doesn’t really matter how it came to this. It does, however, 
matter that it doesn’t have to be like this. No one will ultimately be forcing you to 
be like anything though and the anarchistic state of nature, existence itself, the 
universe, does not care at all. You may live a life of destructive and rapacious self- 
interest or you may quietly bide your time in peaceful, co-existent isolation. In the 
grand scheme of things, it makes no difference. The story of existence is much, 


much greater than the story of you and | or even of every possible “you” and every 


960 


i hd 


possible 


. But that is not the point here. The point here is “How are you going to 


exist, in a conscious and peaceful co-existence or as a one person wrecking crew?” 


Peace be with you. 


ANARCHIST LITURGY I: SERENELY CAREFREE 


Serenely carefree, nothing to change; 


Contented and Oblivious, what need for words? 


Empty mind doesn't scatter, 

So no need to stop worldly cares. 
The past is already past, 

The future can’t be reckoned. 
Sitting serenely carefree, 

Why would anyone come to visit? 
Seeking to work on things - 


Its all Foolishness! 


As for provisions, not one grain: 


IF a meal is offered, just scoff it down. 


Worldly Folk Full of needless care, 


Always chasing yet never get it. 


To neither desire heavenly realms, 


Nor want blessings in this world. 
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When hungry, eat; 

When tired, sleep. 

Fools may laugh at me, 

But the wise know this wisdom. 
Its not stupidity - 


It is the source of our being. 


When you must go, go; 
When you must stay, stay. 
Only a ragged robe 

And bare Feet. 


Too much talking, too many words, 


Can only lead to mistakes and illusions. 


In order to save others, 


Liberate yourself! 


You cannot Find what is without form. 
Nature and spirit 

Need testing and refining? 

Mind that is no thing; 

Your face, the Face before your birth. 
The rock that is Finally worn away, 


Yet remains unchanged. 


Carefree is nothing but that - 
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No need anymore For words! 
When the illusion of yourself is gone, 


Everything Falls into place as it is. 


Is wearing yourself out over this and that, 
More useful than just lying down and taking a nap? 
Raising your head, the sun’s already high; 


Look For Food and gulp it down. 


Intending on results, 
You simply Fall prey to ignorance. 
Trying to grasp what cannot be gotten: 


You let go and there it is! 


There is one “word”; 
With that, all concepts and relations are gone. 
It evades clever explanation, 


For only mind conveys it. 


Again just one “word”, 
Direct and without medium. 
Smaller than small, 

From no direction or place. 
Whole and complete, 


Unconstructed and without effort. 
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Consumed by cares and concerns 

Is Far From natural stillness 

Where trees obscure the sun 

And clear streams Flow on their way, 
Lying down on the forest Floor, 
Head pillowed on a smooth stone, 
With mountain clouds as a curtain 
And night moon to light the way. 
Not rising For the noble, 

Why envy those the world honours? 
Not even birth-death concerns me - 


What is left to grieve about? 


Like the moon reflected in water that has no fixed form; 
That's the way to be. 

Each and every thing as it is; 

Original and unborn. 

Sitting, selfless, serene and carefree: 


Spring comes and the grass grows green of itself. 


GENDER AND SEXUALITY 


In among the notes gathered in Friedrich Nietzsche's literary remains, in modern 


terms called The Will to Power and marketed as a book, the 274th note, dated to 


somewhere between spring and autumn of 1887, is one that begins, “Whose will to 
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power is morality?” This is a generally interesting question and one that motivates 
much of Nietzsche’s own thinking. It is also one that sets me off on my own journey 
of thought and this is particularly so when Nietzsche continues by saying, “The 
common factor in the history of Europe since Socrates is the attempt to make 
moral values dominate over all other values” [emphasis mine]. Nietzsche himself 
suggests that such moral values have been used in an attempt to dominate both 
“knowledge” and “political and social endeavours” and is a means used by the 
weak, the suffering, the underprivileged, the mediocre, to actualise their instincts 
against and, indeed, over and above their stronger, more privileged, more 
exceptional, brethren. One major problem Nietzsche finds with this, of course, is 
that it is an artificial narrative opposed to life, life itself not knowing or caring 
about relative strength, privilege, Fitness, prosperity or suffering. Life, which 
simply goes on its way, is not concerned with the morality of knowledge or the 
morality of political and social endeavours. Life, which is simply a matter of that 
which can exist, survive and prosper, that which can, in Nietzschean terms, 
demonstrate its strength through its will to power, has no morality. Morality is, 
thus, exposed as an entirely artificial, human-manufactured narrative or competing 


set of narratives. 


Having read this in Nietzsche’s note, | began to think of the modern world of my 
experience to see if | could think of areas which would fit such a description to see 
if | could recognise Nietzsche's late 19th century thinking in my early 21st century 
context. Would it be possible to Find people using moral values to dominate 
knowledge and/or political and social endeavours in a contemporary setting? | 


didn’t have to think very far for in the subject of gender and sexuality we have a 
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perfect example. Here, it seems to me, and whatever side of an intellectual divide 
one may be on, we find a subject in which what is regarded as knowledge within it, 
and how one practices one’s existence socially and politically, it is certain moral 
values which are constitutive of these things. Here, for example, transsexuality is a 
contested concept which, depending on your moral values, may be entirely 
imagined, a Fact of biology or psychology, an enculturated narrative, a personal 
choice, or a political narrative utilised For political purposes. Here there is not even 
any agreement on what transsexuality might be or where it comes from. Indeed, 
given that, in line with Nietzsche's thinking, it would seem that here moral values 
want to be the arbiter of what constitutes knowledge of this subject, it raises the 
question of if knowledge is ever independent of such moral values at all. Could 
knowledge be moral and so, again following Nietzschean thinking, a matter of 
perspectival interpretation? Here one will recall the further Nietzschean verity that 
“there are no moral phenomena but only a moral interpretation of phenomena.” 
“Moral evaluation,” thinks Nietzsche, “is an exegesis, a way of interpreting” 
[emphasis original]. It is “the only scheme of interpretation by which man can 
endure himself - a kind of pride?”. What Nietzsche diagnoses here is that human 
beings have found that they need to intellectually ground and substantiate 
themselves as the things they interpret themselves to be and, in doing so, this 
legitimises some things and delegitimises others. Moral values are invented as 
things which exist [in themselves] and often as things thought fixed and 
determinative. And so are invented right and wrong, better and worse, good and 


evil, reality and appearance. 
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But thinking something is so, it should be noted and repeated as necessary, does 
not make it so. What's more, it can never make it so for thinking does not have the 
power to make things so but only ever to see things under a certain interpretation, 
an interpretation, Furthermore, which then becomes a boundary or a limitation. “I 
believe in God” does not mean God exists; it means merely that you interpret the 
world as something in which God exists, as something in which how you interpret 
your experience allows the interpretation which you then take up. Yet one 
problem with human perception, perhaps amongst many, is that it can easily be 
demonstrated that such perception can be fooled or that it sees contextually and 
under a certain guiding scheme of interpretation. All you need do is find someone 
who regards the same thing otherwise and there you go. Interpretations are not 
necessities. One person believes in this God, that one in another, a third in no gods 
at all. The world, then, allows us to interpret, which is often the same as to see, in 
many different ways, or even in any way that we can, and it doesn’t care which way 
we interpret or why although we, the interpreters, may care intimately. The 
Universe, we may say, is completely agnostic and | Find this to be a very interesting, 
iF not to say a significant and suggestive, thing about it. Put very simply, we may 
describe this interest in the question, “IF the universe doesn’t care about our 


interpretations, and so our moral values, then why should we?” 


It is exactly in questions of gender and sexuality that | personally Find this question 
the most pointed. People all over the world regard themselves as varying genders 
and sexualities and for many differing reasons. Some, but not all, of these people 
imagine that things such as gender or sexuality are “hard-wired” matters of biology 


and so, they further imagine, this means they have no choice in deciding what they 
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are for it is something they never had a say in deciding. But it seems to me that 
even this very kind of thinking is a matter of an interpretation and the rules that 
are in play For such a kind of interpreting. In one interpretation of the interpretive 
Field labelled “biology” things just are what they are and speak for themselves. 
They, somehow, speak without speaking and tell you that you have a gender and a 
sexuality which is knitted in with the DNA which constitutes your body. This then 
tells you who you are and, in certain respects, how you should act. But isn’t biology 
itself only a human field of study, a matter of human observations and so, 
necessarily, interpretations, about life and its biological building blocks? Isn’t 
biology, then, not an escape from interpretation to some self-arbitrating world of 
“Facts” but precisely and exactly interpretation itself, the giving of a humanly- 


constituted narrative about observed “biological” phenomena? 


In short, any biological narrative about sex and gender is no more and no less 
interpretation than the most self-indulgent of self-reportings of exactly the same 
things. Interpretation is not something anyone ever escapes and you can’t recourse 
to “Facts” or “science” to do so because it is only interpretations which create and 
make sense of facts, and science is itself interpretation. These things, amongst 
others, which wield any weight in conversation of such matters only do so in 
relation to the moral values which are operative as arbiters amongst those who 
discuss such things. IF someone wishes to delegitimise transsexuality, for example, 
they may do so by attempting to appeal to what they regard as certain biological 
facts or scientific narratives about biology. What are such people saying at 
bottom? They are saying the outcomes of such narratives are useful to them, they 


are saying they validate their own values, they are saying such rhetoric serves their 
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purposes. Are they demonstrating an understanding of biology or merely 
repeating someone else’s veridical understanding of biology? | don’t believe so and 
| don’t believe so because | ask myself what would demonstrate an understanding 
of biology and | don’t think simple [or even repeated] human observation would be 
enough to establish that. But that is not important anyway. The point is that it 
seems to me that here, on all sides, moral values are attempting to Fix the price of 
things according to moral criteria rather than purely, which means merely, 
epistemological ones [assuming that epistemology itself is not, in Fact, a subset of 
moral evaluation]. To have an evaluation called truth to which one thinks one has a 
duty to coincide is to be a morally evaluating being, a being which wants its truths 


to be something called moral. 


However, do we, unlike the universe, unlike life, unlike existence, have any need to 
pay heed to such moral values and their morally conjured interpretations? Not 
everybody thinks so. And not everybody agrees on how or even if we should. In 
relation to the specific topic that | have chosen to speak about here, | ask myself 
why and how it should matter if someone calls themselves male or female or 
neither or nothing or something else such as “gender Fluid” at all? Does it matter? 
Why does it matter? The concept human being, homo sapiens, is an interpretation. 
IF we met a so-called Neanderthal man today, a genetic ancestor of our artificially 
designated species, would we regard them as a relation or as, in a rhetorical use of 
language, an “animal”? [We are all animals, no less we ourselves.] This points out to 
me, at least, that interpretation often instigates bold, hard and fast distinctions 
between things where they don't, in Fact, in reality [which is precisely NOT how we 


see things], actually exist. A male and female are in a vast majority of things 


969 


plausibly the same. So why have some people Felt the need to speak and act as if 
they are two completely different species, things to be divided, split apart, 
regarded as if they had entirely different lives? Are their lives any more different 
than the lives of two individuals of any kind? Why have the lesser differences been 
emphasised and hard-wired into our thinking as opposed to the greater 
similarities? Why is anyone who, for whatever reason [and | regard these reasons as 
largely insignificant], doesn’t see themselves as Fitting into this binary distinction 
seen [by some] as some kind of more or less exotic Freak even though they too are 
largely exactly the same as their binary gendered co-humans and exist due to the 
same biological processes? Here interpretation is a cutting weapon out to do 
damage and separate one thing from another for entirely generated moral 
reasons. The distinctions here are often transparently moral as in when gendered 
political organisations define gender or sexuality or both along ideological lines in 
order to Further their Front-loaded political objectives. That such people often 
recourse to “biology” - as if this were not just another human-manufactured 
interpretive narrative - shows their desire to escape interpretation, and so human 
responsibility For their own values, even as they deploy just another version of it to 


Further their generated purposes. 


It is my intuition and, | must also say, my instinct, that what gender or sexuality 
someone describes themselves as should make much less difference to our 
everyday lives than it actually does. Such things should be non-controversial and of 
merely passing or peripheral interest. | say this not from any human-generated 
sense of privilege or lack of the same, but simply because the universe itself 


doesn’t pay it any attention. Any single way we can imagine to think of ourselves, 
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any description we wish to put ourselves under or see ourselves as, is at least False 
[because partial and far from complete] and a Fiction of our own making, a self- 
interested narrative For reasons that are ours alone. It may serve purposes for us 
but it is, generally speaking, of little or no importance. You are what you are and 
you can do what you can do. This is not to deny that there are differences between 
people - who could deny that? - but it is to say that they should matter or make a 
difference Far less than they do. You and | are human beings but no one except 
human beings really cares about that. The context here is not “human thinking 
which is very important and even definitive For the universe” but “the universe 
which doesn’t even realise human beings exist”. The problem is that in many places 
human narratives have become all-important and now what human beings say and 
think - and the moral values that are constitutive of that - take precedence over a 
reality that doesn’t care about such things. The world is made to fit our thinking 
rather than letting things be what they will be in a world that doesn’t, left to its 
own devices, care at all. Such artificial and self-important, egotistical evaluating is 
the cause of many of humanity's problems and the motive force of many needless 
enmities. Human beings are at war with themselves in some imagined need to 
dominate an imagined conceptual world which they then want to make real. 
Having made an imagined real, they then rhetorically deploy it in order to subdue 
others and bring them under their intellectual authority in a game of will to power, 
will to dominate, will to subdue. In this, as Nietzsche suggested, it might be 
nothing more than the feeling of power they get from this, their own selfish self- 
actualisation, which, quite without moral or intellectual input, is driving them on. It 
was, you will not be surprised to learn, Nietzsche, who argued that morality is itself 


not moral, springing, as it does, from a purely immoral source. 
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So | take it that it does not matter [in the vast majority of things] if you are male or 
female, gender fluid, non-binary, gay, straight, queer, pansexual, or whatever 
description you want to apply to yourself. Neither does it matter if you come to 
your conclusions from some imagined biological narrative or a self-interpreted 
one. Frankly speaking, who cares? It is pretty much entirely your business alone 
and everyone should be left to themselves to consider such things for themselves. 
In addition, other people should not regard it as their business to pass judgment 
on such matters or to criticise or undermine other people’s feelings about 
themselves which should be non-controversial in a world in which the much more 
important Fact is that we are all human beings. Such things should become topics 
that completely lose their interest as topics of discussion. This, of course, is only 
my interpretation and yours may be different - but | insist that mine is a better one 
even though | know very well that there will never be any way to show that until or 
unless you come to agree with me. All| can do is point out that all human thinking 
is interpretation and all human narratives fictional whilst pointing out that nothing 
real or eternal cares what the humans think on the irrelevant planet which they live 
on and far too many of them think of as “theirs”. What then matters, | suggest, is a 
“live and let live” mentality where said human beings don’t spend their minute 
amounts of time as conscious identities squabbling over who said what, how 
people dress, who they want to fuck and who is in charge. These things are 
minutiae in a cosmic context of life itself, of existence as it is. People should not be 
so egotistical and self-regarding. What you think is not important and neither does 
it need to be. The world is not what you think it is and it never will be. Who you are 
is only a piece of imagination, a Fiction, a possibly useful tale you tell yourself. It is 


not actually who you are for words are not things and words are not the reality 
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they imagine to describe. Who would you be if there was no language? None of the 


things you think you are now! 


REVOLUTIONARY AND EVOLUTIONARY ANARCHISM: IS ANARCHY POSSIBLE? 


Let us imagine that we wanted to take anarchism, and the benevolent anarchy 
most anarchists [politically construed] claim to seek, to task. What we are then 
looking for here is the problems with political anarchism. These might include 
asking what such anarchism wants and if it has a realistic plan to get there whilst, 
at the same time, asking what the consequences in general, and not only for the 
willing anarchists, are in that destination and that imagined route. It might also ask 


if such an imagined political anarchism is even possible in the terms described. 


So, before | dig into that and develop it Further, let’s start this essay by quoting a 


Few people in regard to these things. Let us ask ourselves what people have said 


about anarchism and its aim, a state of anarchy: 


“Anarchism is founded on the observation that since Few men are wise enough to 


rule themselves, even fewer are wise enough to rule others.” - Edward Abbey 


“Anarchism...rests upon the doctrine that no man has a right to control by force the 


action of any other man.” - Lyman Abbott 


“As the word ‘anarchy’ etymologically signifies the negation of governmental 


authority, the absence of government, it follows that one indissoluble bond unites 
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the anarchists. This is antagonism to all situations regulated by imposition, 
constraint, violence, governmental oppression, whether these are a product of all, 
a group, or of one person. In short, whoever denies that the intervention of 
government is for human relationships is an anarchist. But this definition would 
have only a negative value did it not possess, as a practical complement, a 
conscious attempt to live outside this domination and servility which are 
incompatible with the anarchist conception. An anarchist, therefore, is an 
individual who, whether he has been brought to it by a process of reasoning or by 
sentiment, lives to the greatest possible extent in a state of legitimate defence 
against authoritarian encroachments. From this it follows that anarchist 
individualism — the tendency which we believe contains the most profound 
realization of the anarchist idea — is not merely a philosophical doctrine — it is an 


attitude, an individual way of life.” - Emile Armand 


“Anarchism is ‘stateless socialism.’” - Mikhail Bakunin 


“Anarchism means a condition or society where all men and women are free, and 
where all enjoy equally the benefits of an ordered and sensible life... Anarchism 
means voluntary cooperation instead of forced participation. It means harmony 


and order in place of interference and disorder.” - Alexander Berkman 


“Almost anyone, | suppose, can call himself or herself an anarchist, if he or she 
believed that the society could be managed without the state. And by the state—I 
don't mean the absence of any institutions, the absence of any form of social 


organisation—the state really refers to a professional apparatus of people who are 
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set aside to manage society, to pre-empt the control of society from the people. 
So that would include the military, judges, politicians, representatives who are paid 
for the express purpose of legislating, and then an executive body that is also set 
aside from society. So anarchists generally believe that, whether as groups or 


individuals, people should directly run society.” - Murray Bookchin 


“Anarchists oppose the idea that power and domination are necessary For society, 
and instead advocate more co-operative, anti-hierarchical forms of social, political 


and economic organization.” - L. Susan Brown 


“Anarchism can be conceived as a kind of voluntary socialism, that is, as libertarian 
socialist or anarcho-syndicalist or communist anarchist, in the tradition of, say, 
Bakunin and Peter Kropotkin and others. They had in mind a highly organized form 
of society, but a society that was organized on the basis of organic units, organic 
communities. And generally, they meant by that the workplace and the 
neighborhood, and from those two basic units there could derive through federal 
arrangements a highly integrated kind of social organization which might be 
national or even international in scope. And these decisions could be made over a 
substantial range, but by delegates who are always part of the organic community 
from which they come, to which they return, and in which, in Fact, they live.” - 


Noam Chomsky 


“Anarchism, to me, means not only the denial of authority, not only a new 


economy, but a revision of the principles of morality. It means the development of 


the individual, as well as the assertion of the individual. It means self-responsibility, 
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and not leader-worship.” - Voltairine de Cleyre 


“Anarchists work towards a society of mutual aid and voluntary cooperation. We 
reject all government and economic repression.” - Mission statement of anarchist 


newspaper, Freedom, founded in 1886. 


“Politically we are anarchists, and economically, communists or socialists. With 
regard to political organization the communistic anarchists demand the abolition 
of political authority, the state; we deny the right of a single class or single 
individual to govern or rule another class or individual. We hold that, as long as one 
man is under the dictation of another, as long as one man can in any form 
subjugate his fellow man, and as long as the means of existence can be 
monopolized by a certain class or certain individuals, there can be no liberty. 
Concerning the economical form of society, we advocate the communistic or co- 


operative method of production.” - Adolph Fischer 


“The ideally non-violent state will be an ordered anarchy. That State is the best 


governed which is governed the least.” - Mohandas K. Gandhi 


“Anarchy stands for the liberation of the human mind from the dominion of 


religion; the liberation of the human body from the dominion of property; 


liberation From the shackles and restraints of government.” - Emma Goldman 


“Anarchism is really a synonym for socialism. The anarchist is primarily a socialist 


whose aim is to abolish the exploitation of man by man. Anarchism is only one of 
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the streams of socialist thought, that stream whose main components are concern 


For liberty and haste to abolish the State.” - Daniel Guerin 


“An anarchist is someone who doesn't need a cop to make him behave. Anarchism 
is voluntary cooperation with the right of secession. The individual or the Family or 


the small group as a unit instead of the State.” - Ammon Hennacy 


“A Monarchist is one who believes a monarch should govern. A Plutocrat believes 
in the rule of the rich. A Democrat holds that the majority should dictate. An 
Aristocrat thinks only the wise should decide; while an Anarchist does not believe 
in government at all... An Anarchist is one who minds his own business. An 
Anarchist does not believe in sending warships across wide oceans to kill brown 
men, and lay waste rice fields, and burn the homes of people who are Fighting For 
liberty. An Anarchist does not drive women with babes at their breasts and other 
women with babes unborn, children and old men into the jungle to be devoured by 
beasts or fever or fear, or die of hunger, homeless, unhouseled and undone. 
Destruction, violence, ravages, murder, are perpetrated by statute law.” - Elbert 


Hubbard 


"ANARCHISM (from the Gr. , and , contrary to authority), the name given to a 
principle or theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived without 
government — harmony in such a society being obtained, not by submission to law, 
or by obedience to any authority, but by Free agreements concluded between the 
various groups, territorial and professional, Freely constituted for the sake of 


production and consumption, as also for the satisfaction of the infinite variety of 
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needs and aspirations of a civilized being.” - Piotr Kropotkin 


“Anarchism’s lone objective is to end the fight of men against men and to unite 
humanity so that each individual can unfold his natural potential without 


obstruction.” - Gustav Landauer 


“We anarchists do not want to emancipate the people; we want the people to 


emancipate themselves.” - Errico Malatesta 


“Anarchy — anarchon — no leaders. Which means, everybody is a leader. You can’t 
have an official set of rules For anarchy. | tend to think such connections casually, 
and break and form and break and form throughout our lives. IF you look back ten 
years, you will remember a group of Friends who you were productively involved 
with at that time, now some of them have drifted away, new people have come in. 
These are more naturalistic linkages, which exist while there is a need for them to 


exist. It’s more like the way ants work.” - Alan Moore 


“Anarchism is, Fundamentally, an ethical critique of authority — almost an ethical 


duty to question and resist domination in all its Forms.” - Saul Newman 


“Anarchists know that a long period of education must precede any great 
Fundamental change in society, hence they do not believe in vote begging, nor 
political campaigns, but rather in the development of self-thinking individuals. We 
look away from government for relief, because we know that force (legalized) 


invades the personal liberty of man, seizes upon the natural elements and 
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intervenes between man and natural laws; From this exercise of force through 
governments flows nearly all the misery, poverty, crime and confusion existing in 
society... Most anarchists believe the coming change can only come through a 
revolution, because the possessing class will not allow a peaceful change to take 
place; still we are willing to work for peace at any price, except at the price of 


liberty.” - Lucy Parsons 


“ANARCHY, or the government of each man by himself — or as the English say, 


self-government.” - Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 


“Violence, contrary to popular belief, is not part of the anarchist philosophy. It has 
repeatedly been pointed out by anarchist thinkers that the revolution can neither 
be won, nor the anarchist society established and maintained, by armed violence. 
Recourse to violence then is an indication of weakness, not of strength, and the 
revolution with the greatest possibilities of a successful outcome will undoubtedly 
be the one in which there is no violence, or in which violence is reduced to a 
minimum, for such a revolution would indicate the near unanimity of the 


population in the objectives of the revolution.” - Vernon Richards 


“lam an anarchist not because | believe anarchism is the final goal, but because 


there is no such thing as a final goal.” - Rudolf Rocker 


“Anarchism is opposed to states, armies, slavery, the wages system, the landlord 


system, prisons, monopoly capitalism, oligopoly capitalism, state capitalism, 


bureaucracy, meritocracy, theocracy, oligarchy, governments, patriarchy, 
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matriarchy, monarchy, oligarchy, protection rackets, intimidation by gangsters, and 
every other kind of coercive institution. In other words, anarchism opposes 
government in all its forms... Anarchists are extreme libertarian socialists, 
"libertarian" meaning the demand for freedom from prohibition, and "socialist" 
meaning the demand for social equality. ...cComplete freedom implies equality, 
since if there are rich and poor, the poor cannot be permitted to take liberties with 
riches. Complete equality implies freedom, since those who suffer restrictions 


cannot be the equals of those who impose them.” - Donald Rooum 


“| define anarchist society as one where there is no legal possibility for coercive 


aggression against the person or property of any individual.” - Murray Rothbard 


“My political opinions lean more and more to Anarchy (philosophically understood, 
meaning abolition of control not whiskered men with bombs) ... The most 
improper job of any man ... is bossing other men. Not one in a million is Fit For it, 


and least of all those who seek the opportunity.” - J.R.R. Tolkien 


“The Anarchists are right in everything; in the negation of the existing order, and in 
the assertion that, without authority, there could not be worse violence than that 
of authority under existing conditions. They are mistaken only in thinking that 
Anarchy can be instituted by a revolution. ‘To establish Anarchy.’ ‘Anarchy will be 
instituted.’ But it will be instituted only by there being more and more people who 
do not require protection from governmental power, and by there being more and 


more people who will be ashamed of applying this power.” - Leo Tolstoy 
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“Anarchism is for liberty, and neither for nor against anything else. Anarchy is the 
mother of cooperation, — yes, just as liberty is the mother of order; but, as a 
matter of definition, liberty is not order nor is Anarchism co-operation. | define 
Anarchism as the belief in the greatest amount of liberty compatible with equality 
of liberty; or, in other words, as the belief in every liberty except the liberty to 


invade.” - Benjamin Tucker 


“The genuine Anarchist looks with sheer horror upon every destruction, every 
mutilation of a human being, physical or moral. He loathes wars, executions and 
imprisonments, the grinding down of the worker's whole nature in a dreary round 
of toil, the sexual and economic slavery of women, the oppression of children, the 
crippling and poisoning of human nature by the preventable cruelty and injustice 


of man to man in every shape and form.” - Charlotte Wilson 


“Anarchism is the attempt to eradicate domination. This includes not only such 
obvious forms as the nation-state, with its routine use of violence and the force of 
law, and the corporation, with its institutionalized irresponsibility, but also such 
internalized forms as patriarchy, racism, homophobia. Also it is the attempt to 
expose the ways our philosophy, religion, economics, and other ideological 
constructions perform their primary Function, which is to rationalize or naturalize 
— make seem natural — the domination that pervades our way of life: the 
destruction of the natural world or of indigenous peoples, for example, comes not 
From the result of decisions actively made and actions pursued, but instead, so we 
convince ourselves, as a manifestation of Darwinian selection, or God's will, or 


economic exigency. Beyond that, Anarchism is the attempt to look even into those 
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parts of our everyday lives we accept as givens, as part of the universe, to see how 
they, too, dominate us or facilitate our domination over others... Most 
Fundamentally, | would see Anarchism as a synonym for anti-authoritarianism.” - 


John Zerzan 


The above are several, disparate takes on anarchy and anarchism and you may 
enjoy, consider, muse upon or dispute them, and any others you find, at your 
leisure. We can see there little love for the State, for government, For authority 
[especially the imposed kind although, in truth, authority is always imposed if you 
haven’t consented to it yourself] and yet varying opinions on what we then do in 
the absence of these things to bring about Freedom, liberty, egalitarianism and 
many other of the imagined totems of the anarchist. But it is precisely here, it 
seems to me, that the major issue lies: how does one get, or how could one 
imagine getting, from State, government and authority to freedom, liberty and 
egality? In my own thinking about this it seems to me the major avenues are 
violence which destroys the Former, or some kind of disaster which abolishes them, 
or maybe yet a change in society in which they are evolved away from, a 
reformation from within. IF States, governments and the apparatuses of 
authoritative coercion such as courts, police, prisons, armed forces and all 
centralising Forces generally already exist then your immediate problem, if of an 
anarchist persuasion, is to remove them. But how? Violence is unlikely to purge 
around 200 national governments in the world. A disaster which could do that 
would likely only have done so by destroying a large part of the world and so the 
human population. An evolution of society away from authoritarianism could 


conceivable take centuries or even millennia. So how can this happen realistically 
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and believably? 


This issue can be put another way with a question: is it actually even possible to 
remove the State, government and overarching coercive authority at all? The 
answer must be yes and no in that we can give numerous historical examples of 
these things which have, in fact, passed away or been superceded - and yet the 
concept itself does not and is not for in pretty much all cases something else of 
similar cast takes its place. In that, it does not matter whether the authority or 
government is elected or imposed, democratic or tyrannical, capitalist or 
communist, from an anarchist perspective, because the only issue For such people 
that matters is that of any imposition on their own liberty or Freedom of 
association. It may be observed, however, that, certainly For at least 2000-3000 
years, human beings have, in large numbers, been prepared to consent to various 
states, governments and authorities in varying forms. This, when amalgamated 
together, forms the political basis of civilisation more widely construed. Many 
anarchists, like some of the first anarchists who we now call Cynics and Daoists, 
were anti-civilisationist in orientation. Today, that is not so clear as some owning 
the name anarchist see civilisation as something standing in their way [I am 
probably one such] whereas others think “anarchist civilisation” a possibility. But 
From the perspective of civilisation, as it has come to be and to Flip our perspective 
again, what might we regard as the pertinent issues if anarchism is proposed in its 


place? There are a Few: 


1. It is imagined to be violent. 


2. It is argued that without a state there is no one to protect us. 
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3. To the extent it is utopian it is impossible. 

4. It is a contradiction since if all accept it it itself becomes a “state” or 
authoritative collective ethos. This is perhaps further to say that social control 
would itself be required to avoid the creation of states. 

5. It brings the individual into conflict with the collective. 

6. Its idealism leaves it vulnerable to more practical acquisitive philosophies which 
might usurp power in the vacuum created. 

7. No believable road map to the creation of an anarchist social and political world 


has yet been proposed even if it was desired. 


Let us deal with each of these in turn as honestly as we can. 


So, First, it is often the case that anarchism is imagined to be violence, the violence 
which wants to disrupt and destroy the world as it is organised right now in order 
to remove the contemporary power from its contemporary throne. It must be 
plainly admitted that in multiple cases that almost anyone can name anarchism in 
action often does come with a violent Face. This need not necessarily mean guns, 
bombs and death either. Violence, under this rubric, includes actively forcing your 
way onto mass transit systems in Santiago, Chile or in New York, as | have seen 
happening via social media in the last Few months as | write this book, in the belief 
that mass transit systems should be free rather than means to someone's 
enrichment. Violence here includes using crowds of like-minded people to block 
some action or activity of others. Violence includes damaging machines by which 
people are administered into paying for things. All these things routinely take 


place amongst a number of those who consider themselves anarchist in today’s 
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world as their anarchist activism strikes physically against the actions of the actors 
they consider oppressive to people in general. This violence, which we may 
consider physical force more generally concerned, may include the gun and the 


bomb but it more usually does not. 


Yet having admitted that anarchism, particularly amongst those who consider 
themselves political anarchists, perhaps the most popular definition, is routinely or 
regularly not averse to the use of physical force, we may ask ourselves if such 
people are the only ones to employ it. This is especially pertinent when such forms 
of activity are routinely decried and abhored in mainstream media and the circus of 
24/7 rolling news coverage where the same voices for the status quo will, on 
seeming rotation, line up to denigrate it and the motives behind it. The trouble is it 
pales into insignificance when set alongside the violence of government or the 
State and it doesn’t really matter to which examples of these things you refer. Is it 
not violence when a police Force determine where you can and can’t go and what 
you can and can’t do, even to the level of where you may walk or what you may 
look at or what you may say? Is it not violence if a person's access to food or 
clothing or health or shelter is determined according to rules a government has set 
in place to determine eligibility? Is it not violence to seize wealth and property and 
to demand the same of others under conditions that the State or government 
itself determines without needing your consent to do so? Is it not violence to 
incarcerate people on your own authority? In fact, do not all states and 
governments only exist by means of physical force, that is, the threat, and 
sometimes the actuality, of violence? Violence is the person who lives under the 


bridge in the cardboard box because if she squats in a property the police may be 
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despatched to forcibly evict her and put some notional property rights above her 
need to shelter herself. Violence is why if you take food from some food 
company’s waste bin, food that has been thrown away, you may be arrested for 
theft when trying to feed yourself. Consequently, if you are upset and outraged 
about violence, it is to the State, to government, that you should look first and 
Foremost for it is From there that, daily, thousands upon thousands of acts of 
violence are routinely sanctioned, ordered and carried out. So, if violence be your 


problem, at least be consistent about it. 


The second point is that, so it is said, without a State there would be no one to 
protect us. But protect us From who exactly? Do we imagine that, with states, we 
are all thoroughly and equally well protected now? Such a view would be a travesty 
of reality. We live in a world were presidents or even business CEOs have public 
and private armies at their disposal but where ordinary Josephine might not even 
be able to get a police officer to listen to her legitimate concerns if she is the 
wrong race or sexual orientation. The state does not, and has never, treated 
people equally and some are better protected than others. Some are barely 
protected at all. And, since we are talking about states here, we might ask why any 
private individual needs nuclear weapons, tanks, depleted uranium bombs, and the 
whole, vast array of military grade weaponry to protect them anyway as they go 
about their business. Why do they need the increasingly militarised police Forces 
we see around the world? Who are they protecting us from? If it is the case that 
violence breeds violence, does not the violence and interference of these 
militarised forces breed the violence they require to justify their existence? In 


reality, such Forces pick and choose who they are going to take to task anyway. 
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They are not a state force at anyone’s beck and call and so they do not, and if we 
are honest, could not, protect everyone anyway. So this point proceeds from a 


Falsehood. 


The second thing to say on this second point is to address the assumption, perhaps 
unspoken, that if there were no imagined protection everyone would suddenly be 
attacking everyone else. This is quite Formally an assumption and certainly not an 
inevitability. Its an assumption, what’s more, that doesn’t even validate our 
observance of human beings in general or nature more widely, the latter of which 
has no police of any kind at all. There are, relatively speaking, a tiny amount of 
police in the world and myriad crimes do not even come to their attention on a 
daily basis. And, whilst this is true, its also true that many incidents and 
occurrences are dealt with by people amongst themselves as well. Because that’s 
what people do: they sort things out and get on with it. Police have only existed 
For getting on For 200 years. Was the earth in a state of unremitting turmoil as 
human being endlessly and ruthlessly attacked and assaulted human being before 
that time in each and every locality? IF so, | have not read such a historical account. 
So it is a deliberate and unsupported exaggeration to claim that without state 
protection a society is at endless war with itself. It is, | think, the Fear that police 
may quite often not be necessary that scares the people who make such 
arguments, people who usually consider that they have a lot to lose and no private 
army to secure it. This would at least make sense of those who have said that 


police only exist to secure the property of the rich. 
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The third point above is that anarchism is to a large extent utopian and utopias are 
impossible dreams. | think that, depending on how your anarchy looks, this is often 
correct. It is especially a challenge for those anarchists who think that anarchy is 
made by human action for they then have to actually show that what they create 
matches up with what they say they were aiming to create. An anarchist who wants 
to abolish government has to abolish that government and create something that, 
by common consent, is better. An anarchist who wants no states has the even 
harder task of changing the thought and practice of billions of people whilst 
keeping them happy. In this, it makes little difference what you imagine in place of 
the thing you want to replace for the force of this charge is that it makes little 
difference what you imagine to be better if it is impossible to achieve. We can all of 
us imagine better ways to live and be but that, in itself, says nothing about their 
likelihood or possibility. IF an anarchism is a utopianism it is probably consequently 
a wish more than a possible reality. This counsels anarchists to realism and 
achievability in their anarchist hopes and dreams rather than the impossible and 
unrealisable vision. In Fact, it challenges them to properly address what their vision 


is at all. 


The fourth point is that if anarchism ever came to be the dominant political and 
social mode of organisation on earth it would itself become authoritative and so 
the thing it claims, as an ethos, to be against. But we need to be careful with our 
terms here. Anarchism, in many forms, is not against social organisation and 
neither does it deny that organisation could take place [because people would 
want to organise their wants and needs in tandem with others who shared them]. 


A number of forms of anarchism, particularly collective forms, actively imagine 
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social organisation playing a healthy role with a properly anarchist motivation 
behind it. Often, in anarchist vocabulary, this has been spoken of in terms of free 
association and mutual aid. Are we to imagine that people Freely choosing to aid 
and associate with one another is now oppressive? This does not imply imagining 
that the needs of such groups would be prioritised above those of others nor that 
such needs or associations would force others to pay heed to them. However, it 
does recognise that anarchism is, at bottom, against the idea of imposing any 
authority upon others to play along with a practice or condition to which they 
themselves do not freely consent. Yet, if no coercion is taking place, how sensible 
would it be to talk of “being coerced not to coerce people” which is what would 
effectively be the case under the proposal this particular point tries to make? It 
wouldn’t make much sense at all, although it would be true to say that, in the case 
of groups of people attempting to become autonomous, the anarchist ethic would 
need to reassert itself against the actions and impositions of others. But what can 
we say about that? Where two people disagree, as they probably always will, some 
pragmatic accommodation or resolution must always be found. That is no different 
whether one is an inhabitant of civilisation or of an anarchist world. The anarchist, 
however, might well be less inclined to use Force in doing so where the civilised 
person might recourse to the violence of state apparatus. In any case, | do not see 
this so much as a problem with or for anarchism as a matter of asking what you do 
when people disagree or where needs conflict. This is not anarchism specific but 


anarchism may be a better means to its peaceful resolution. 


The Fifth issue raised as a problem For anarchism is that it brings the individual into 


conflict with the collective. What seems to be meant by critics raising this 
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objection is that it is a self contradiction when the anarchist calls for collective 
action whilst anarchism itself endorses the autonomy of the individual meaning 
that no collective action can be taken. But | must admit that | do not see this 
contradiction as an anarchist one. If it exists it is, as before, simply a contradiction 
in that people, even singly or collectively, may choose different courses, objectives 
or means. It is not a problem with anarchism. It is anarchism, in fact, which holds 
that individuals may choose to live and satisfy their needs as accords with their 
conscience and it does so without coercing them in any direction or via certain 
means. It does not say they must form a collective and neither does it hinder them 
from Forming a collective. Neither do anarchists in general imagine that life is a 
competition For resources in which | or we must secure as many as possible to the 
detriment of others, individuals or groups. It is simply again the case that 
sometimes people may conflict in their going about their business. They shall have 
to work it out to their mutual satisfaction just as, in the natural anarchy that is 
nature, every living being already does. In short, anarchism is not a guarantee of 
universal peace or lack of conflict and those who argue it is or it should be have 


misunderstood the thing they claim to discuss. 


The sixth point raised above is that anarchism’s idealism leaves it vulnerable to 
more practical acquisitive philosophies which might usurp power in the vacuum 
created by the realisation of anarchism. This seems to be the charge that 
anarchism is rather too idealistic or theoretical, having beliefs about what is best 
for human beings generally and as social beings who, in some measure, must 
always live cheek by jowl with one another as it does, and so is ill-placed to 


compete with those who, in an anarchist world, would utilise their freedom to 
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acquire as much of what they wanted as possible. It would then be imagined that 
this would give them power and influence as we see many in today’s capitalist 
societies have over others. So this is really the charge that anarchy is not strong 
enough to defend itself as an ethos, that what anarchists want is not persuasive 
enough to persuade some people from being acquisitive beings who simply wish to 


possess as much as possible and dominate others with it. 


It cannot be denied that this is a possibility and it is not the anarchist aim of many 
anarchists that everyone must come to think as they do, something which is 
difficult in itself since in a group of 10 anarchists there are probably 10 different 
ideas about how anarchism should work. All that would unite these anarchists in 
the end is the belief that no one should Force the means or conditions of their 
existence upon them. But they would be free to agree or disagree with one 
another, to bond together in common cause or go it alone, as each desired to and 
had ability to. Would capitalists just turn up and make everywhere capitalist again? 
Perhaps. But then you would simply get a renewed cycle of anarchist activity to 
mitigate it again. In this respect, anarchism is a process, an ongoing process. It is 
not brainwashing or forcing people to be anarchists but is an ongoing educational 
process, in theory but more so in practice. Ideally, as Malatesta was quoted as 
saying above, it is not people being liberated from violence and oppression by 
others called anarchists but people liberating themselves from the imposed 
conditions of their own lives. So perhaps others of different mind might attempt to 
usurp power. Anarchists will always be there inspiring those so usurped to educate 
themselves and act against what is imposed upon them so that they may act to 


free themselves again. This is to say that anarchism is not an activity which stops 
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when some notional goal is achieved. Anarchism is a mode of thought but, much 
more, a way of life. As a way of life, an orientation, a practice, it never stops 
because, in Fact, it only lives in practice. Anarchism is living, and never stopping to 


live, in an anarchist way. 


We come to the seventh and final issue raised above against anarchism by its 
opponents. This is that no realistic and believable road map to an anarchist world 
has yet been proposed. Simply stated, | totally agree. But | also think this criticism 
misconstrues what anarchism is by doing so and argues From a False position. As | 
have already pointed out in my response to the first criticism, and as some of the 
quotes | used above made reference to as well, modern civilisation is hardly peace 
and love to all human beings everywhere. It is, we may say, simply the forced 
oppression of hundreds of millions of people as they are pressed into a mould of 
others choosing, a mould, moreover, that treats people in a range of vastly 
unequal ways. In this mould basic necessities like food, clothing, shelter, health 
care, things that, by now, we human beings could be providing Free of charge to 
every human being on earth in a grand action of universal dignity and respect, are 
not provided and are, in fact, actively denied as those with power subject those 
without it to the consequences of their ideological beliefs [such as property, 
ownership, the value of money, the requirement to buy and sell] and put these 
beliefs ahead of human lives. These beliefs, which cause suffering and commit 
violence against innumerable people on a daily basis, are presented and 
prosecuted as inviolable when they are in fact nothing more than fictions which 
serve some better than others. Frankly speaking, they are why many are anarchists 


at all and they are certainly why said hundreds of millions are oppressed and 
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coerced. 


For myself, however, and | can only speak for myself, | would ask if anarchism 
works in the way that civilisation or capitalism, the current philosophy which 
causes inequality, suffering, violence and oppression in such deleterious and 
widespread ways, works. | suggest it doesn’t. | don’t think of anarchism as an 
achievement. | don’t imagine it has social or political goals. | think of it, First, as a 
practice. It is a way of living, a way of being, a way of interacting with others. As | 
see it, it is more evolutionary than revolutionary but even within evolution there 
are sometimes leaps forward and not simply constant degrees of progress. | don’t 
see it as an anarchist goal to make everyone an anarchist or create, in what to me is 
a contradiction in terms, an anarchist state. My anarchism would, however, give 
other people the opportunity to make such a thing if they freely chose to or if it 
naturally evolved from like-minded anarchists making common cause. My 
anarchism is the anarchism of Malatesta who wants people to liberate themselves 
and so it is the anarchism of Lucy Parsons who sees anarchism as a matter of “self- 
thinking individuals”. Anarchism as a social phenomenon is, for me, when people 
educate themselves into taking responsibility for their own lives, as a matter of 
self-actualisation, and then proceed to make common ground together. It is in this 
sense the most radical democracy imaginable and, not least, because it would be 
actual democracy rather than the worn out, abused and incomplete versions we 
currently half-heartedly operate. But it would also be a democracy no one was 
Forced to participate in nor would they be discriminated against for not doing so. 
So, for me, anarchism has no plan because it does not operate by means of plans. 


How, in Fact, could there be a plan for freedom? Alan Moore completely gets this, 
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above, when he says there are and can be no rules. 


So the demand for a plan is actually a mistake and, from the perspective of 
anarchism’s civilised detractors, a trap. It is a trap because it asks anarchism to play 
by its rules, rules that, if it is to remain anarchism, it cannot play by. Anarchism is a 
practice, first of all an individual practice, a way of living. Second, it is a 
participation with others in doing this by nothing more than common consent and 
interpersonal agreement. It is completely a bottom up phenomenon. No one can 
speak for you or direct you to do something if one is an anarchist because it is a 
matter of you actively taking responsibility For yourself. Anarchism, From this point 
of view, is then a leap in the dark but it is a leap in which, for the first time, you 
have responsibility for yourself and the truest Freedom you have ever yet known. 
Anarchism is the belief that your freedom is the most valuable thing you could ever 
have and it is also the belief that it is not something anyone else can give you or 
take away from you. They may be able to persuade you that it is in their possession 
or that they or their beliefs control it but when they do that they are lying to you 
because your freedom and responsibility for yourself is something you always had, 
something they could only ever rhetorically and violently oppose. There is no plan 
for an anarchist state, utopian or not, because you are already participating in 
anarchy and you are already free. You just don’t perhaps realise it yet and haven’t 


acted upon it yet. 


So this, in the response to this final criticism of anarchism by its opponents, is 


where my own understanding of anarchy and anarchism comes in. | do not 


understand anarchy as something human beings create. | understand it as 
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something that human beings already participate in. Anarchy, For me, is the world, 
the universe, existence itself. All things already are anarchy, as Daoists and Cynics 
saw, and it is a matter of our self-education to participate in it appropriately. 
Anarchy is then not an achievement of anarchism; anarchism is the appropriate 
practice of our existence within anarchy. This, | hope, is what the entirety of this 
handbook will tell you in its every word and chapter. Anarchism is not some twee 
political system to be compared with all the other actual and potential political 
systems; it is the practice of existence in tune with existence as it exists. It is 
something about who we are, what we are and where we are. It is something 
Fundamental about those things that goes way beyond petty desires to possess or 
accumulate, to have power or to control. It is a philosophy and even a spirituality in 


its consequences. 


| started off this essay by asking if anarchy was possible and teasing the question 
of if revolutionary or evolutionary methods were to be preferred but, in 
conclusion, | must say that not only is it possible: it is unavoidable. Being 
unavoidable, it only now matters how we reconcile ourselves to it as social beings 
in a world we are condemned, briefly, to experience as sentient and intelligent life. 
That is what the whole of the There is Nothing to Stick to project, including this 


book, has been about. 


In that, you will probably espy that | prefer evolution to revolution and my view of 
anarchism and anarchy is the major reason why. This is because if anarchy is our 
context, as | and my sources, | would argue, suggest, then no revolution is needed 


to create it - albeit some may From time to time be needed to attack or topple 
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petty human interests which obstruct or attempt to frustrate wider and more 
important anarchist truths. Here our evolution is towards fitting in with the 
universe, with existence, as it actually exists which is something other than the 
often egotistical and narcissistic human experience of ourselves we daily are in 
receipt of. As you will grow tired of me saying, the universe is the context for us, 


we are not the context For it. 


This | see as the spiritual and philosophical context of our lives and it is an 
anarchistic context. As a consequence, one aspect of the self-education process 
that is anarchism should be humility and even if the whole of humanity became 
more appropriately humble that would be a big step Forward in the conscious, self- 
actualised, responsible anarchisation of the people of the earth. Yet no one will be 
ever be able to force all people everywhere to do this, no revolution will ever 
anarchise the world. And, of course, it is not anarchism to want to do this. It is, in 
the end, simply a process of self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-education, of 
observation and of being awake to the things you experience and of taking 
responsibility for that. And then passing it on. IF the world is ever to become 
anarchist politically it will only be because it has evolved that way as people awake 


from the dream of human self-importance. 


DREAM CONVERSATION ABOUT INTERPRETATION 


Over the past few years of my wandering | have become a person very aware of 


interpretation. Indeed, | have become very aware that intellectual life, thought, 


would not and could not take place without it. | have come to understand, if that is 
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not also to believe, that human beings are hermeneutic beings. We live by 
interpreting. | came to this realisation slowly, over maybe two decades, if that is 
not to say that simply in the process of half a century this was where | ended up. 
Indeed, | find it very, very mysterious how many of the, to me, quite random and 
disparate sources | have dipped into over the years come to say the same thing. 
Whether you are a German philosopher influenced by materialism, a Japanese 
inheritor of an Indian spirituality, an Austrian philosopher once revered by logical 
positivists, some Chinese ancients seeking to survive the invention of civilisation, a 
French Algerian academic regarded by others as a willful obfuscator or an 
American liberal philosopher and theologian you all seem to say the same thing to 
me which is: life and reality are genuine and authentic things which the human 
mind has covered over in ficitions, illusions, habits, it has labelled truths, 
knowledge, understandings - in error. All you need do now is let them go. See 


through them! 


The latter Figure there in my arbitrary list is the American emeritus professor of 
both theology and philosophy, Jack Caputo. One day some weeks ago | randomly 
bought a copy of his quite cheap book simply titled Hermeneutics. It must have 
affected me quite a lot because one afternoon not long after | found myself 
dreaming of a conversation he and an imaginary interlocutor were having. From 


what I can remember, it went something like this: 


Imaginary Interlocutor: We live in a world of facts, right? Do you agree with that? 
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Jack Caputo: Ask yourself, how many facts are there around you right now? You 


see the problem. We have to specify the terms, the framework. Are you counting 


noses or chairs or subatomic particles - or what? We need an interpretation before 


we can start counting. The theory that everything is a matter of interpretation is 


called hermeneutics. 


Il: Everything is a matter of interpretation? 


JC: Every matter of fact is a matter of interpretation that picks out the Facts. 


Il: So you don’t think that there are simply Facts then? 


JC: In hermeneutics we defend the idea that there are no pure facts. Behind every 


interpretation lies another interpretation. We never reach an understanding of 


anything that is not an interpretation... In hermeneutics, | like to say, interpretation 


goes all the way down. 


Il: But if everything is interpretation how can there be any Facts? 


JC: Interpretations go all the way down but some interpretations are better than 


others... It is important to hold both these thoughts in our heads at the same time. 


Il: So you're saying that interpreting helps us to Find the Facts? 
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JC: To understand anything at all requires having an angle on it, a perspective, an 
interpretive slant, in the absence of which we would just not understand, period. 

Il: It sounds like you're saying that Facts are related to us. Can that be right? 

JC: The Facts you find are a Function of the interests you have, and disinterested 


interpretations are nowhere to be found. 


Il: So what is this “hermeneutics” your book is about then? 


JC: Hermeneutics is a theory of truth - it describes the nature of truth as 
something that is acquired only through interpretation - and of being human, 
because it claims that interpretation lies at the heart of who we are as human 


beings. 


Il: Where do objectivity and facts Fit into this? 


JC: When we are hermeneutic we deconstruct the idea of pure objectivity or pure 


facts and replace it with the distinction between good interpretations and bad 


ones. 


Il: Deconstruct? 


JC: This is a technical term in one vocabulary of hermeneutics. Let’s just say that 


deconstruction is the theory that all our beliefs and practices are constructions, 


and that whatever is constructed is de-constructible, and that whatever is de- 


constructible is also re-constructible, which would mean that all our beliefs and 
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practices are reinterpretable. 


Il: Hmm, ok. So why should | not conclude that what you're saying is that we make 


things up as we go along? 


JC: Hermeneutics stresses that we do not begin from scratch; we begin From an 
inherited situation that is already up and running... In radical hermeneutics, we 
take the point of view of the outliers, the outsiders, the ones whose views have 
been neglected or excluded. Deconstructors cultivate a congenital disposition to 


look at things otherwise. 


Il: So sort of contrarians then. Do you believe in objectivity? 


JC: | believe that there are good reasons to believe one thing rather than the 


other. 


Il: OK. So do you think that wrong interpretations should be got rid of where, for 


example, we can prove they are wrong? 


JC: Do you say that you have read my book? | am not trying to abolish 


interpretations (which is absolutism)... but to multiply them. 


Il: Yes, | have read your book but it left me with plenty of questions as you can see. 


You start in your discussion of hermeneutics with Martin Heidegger. What is the 


First insight on hermeneutics we get from Heidegger in your view? 
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JC: Well, to answer that question, Heidegger talks about “facticity” or “Factical life” 
in his early years at Freiburg University after World War 1. By facticity, or Factical 
life, Heidegger meant how we live, concrete experience. Factical life meant a Form 
of life, a way of living in the world, a mode of “being-in-the-world,” as he called it 
himself. “Factical” does not mean a matter of Fact but of interpretation. The 
hermeneutic ‘how’ refers to how we interpret our lives and our world and our 
‘being-with’ one another in our world. Interpretation is not an isolated act, one 
thing among many that we do; it is what we are, the pivot, the crux of our being. 
Interpretation adjusts the settings of our being-in-the-world; it tunes the way we 
are attuned to the world. Interpretation is a world-making where the world is 
where and how we dwell. We are not ‘in’ the world the way water is in a glass but 


by living and dwelling there. 


Il: So would | be right in thinking that interpretation here is not a solitary act? 


JC: Yes, you would. Whenever, For example, | open my mouth it is not just | myself 


doing the talking but rather something greater than me; it is life itself coming to 


words. Hermeneutics taps into a deeper, prior self-interpretation. 


Il: This sounds kind of reflexive. Can you expand on that aspect a little more? 


JC: Certainly. The being we intend to interpret in hermeneutics is itself the being 


who interprets, the being whose very Being is to interpret itself - and consequently 


to interpret others, with whom it is bound, and the world in which it is embedded. 


Hermeneutics is interpretation interpreting itself. We are the beings who make our 
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Being a matter of interpretation, who put our Being into question. 


Il: OK, | think | get it. But let me ask you this: IF ‘hermeneutics is interpretation 
interpreting itself where does that leave ‘the way things are’, that which we seek 


to interpret? 


JC: The work of hermeneutics is to work out our ‘always and already being 
interpreted’, to bring it to the Forefront or to the surface. It requires a certain 
ability to read between the lines of life and track down what is being presupposed, 
what is not being said explicitly. Hermeneutics does not seek to Find some pure, 
eternal ahistorical essence but rather to tap into the deepest roots of our 
inherited historical existence. Hermeneutics is not a matter of making a 
presuppositionless beginning but of rethinking the beginning with which we 
originally began. Hermeneutics does not begin with nothing; it begins with 


everything. 


Il: OK. So on this “no ahistorical essence” bit: if we say that something ‘is’ 


something then what does this ‘is’ mean? 


JC: The is is the how; the is is the as. 


Il: Say what? Can you expand on that a little more please. This stuff isn’t easy! 


JC: OK, think of it this way. There is no pure, uninterpreted fact of the matter 


which is layered over with an interpretation. Being-in-the-world is not a matter of 
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pure, disinterested consciousness which neutralizes the world into a set of pale, 
impersonal objects. It is a matter of being deeply engaged with the world of 
everyday concerns. Second, things are parts of wholes, belonging to a holistic and 
concatenated system. The whole makes sense (has significance) in terms of the 
parts, and the parts in terms of the whole. They form a ‘hermeneutic circle’ of part 
and whole. Third, being-in-the-world is always and already being-with others. 
Fourthly, things are not interpretation-free-things-in-themselves. They are the Fruit 
of another interpretation, the result of suspending the movements of everyday life 


and taking a thing differently, as a measurable spatio-temporal object. 


Il: IF | may say so, you seem to see human beings doing ‘interpretation’ everywhere. 


Why? 


JC: Because interpretation is not something we do. Interpretation is what we are. 


Il: OK. But to step back a little: Heidegger talks about something he calls ‘Dasein’ in 


your discussion of him which we might translate as ‘being-there’. What is the point 


of this term? It seems quite important to him. 


JC: The essence of Dasein lies in its existence, of having-to-be-the-there, the being 


that | myself am uniquely called to be. 


ll: Hamm. How does this relate to something like conscience? 


1003 


JC: | would put it in terms that the call of conscience is not the call of God but the 
call of the self to itself, calling the (inauthentic) self back to its (authentic) self. In 
other words to know that we are not a Finished actuality but a being-possible. 

Il: | like how you've put that! Very good. So its a matter of authenticity then? How 


does authentic interpretation occur? 


JC: Authentic interpretations are modifications of inherited interpretations. 


Il: But according to what scheme? 


JC: An interpretation projects the horizon within which things can appear as the 
things that they are. The various fields of study are each set within an interpretive 
frame (an ‘understanding of Being’) which sets or fixes the horizon of appearance 
for entities in that domain. Each field is staked out in advance by its own 
‘fundamental concepts’ - like life in biology, language in literature, space-time in 
physics, etc. Progress then is not linear but revolutionary, a shift in the 
hermeneutic horizon. The ‘fundamental concepts’ (horizons), then, are not eternal 
or atemporal forms but historical-temporal projections. There has been an 
underlying and unquestioned understanding of Being as presence, rest, stasis, 
stability, while movement and becoming are denigrated as imperfections. But, in 


Fact, all our categories are temporal. 


ll: Hmmm, that’s very interesting. That seems to envision our understandings as 


simply our moving the goalposts through time to suit our needs. Is hermeneutics a 


set of rules or a method For how to interpret correctly? 
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JC: No, no, not at all! It is about the truth that eludes method. Hermeneutics does 
not supply a template that can be transcribed into a particular discipline. It is a 


philosophy of how understanding is reached. Hermeneutics is not the police. 


Il: Ok, ok, Fair enough. | want to come back to subjects and objects if | may because 
| want to understand what you are saying in reference to our inherited ways of 


understanding. How does hermeneutics handle them? 


JC: Let us consider Hans-Georg Gadamer who, of course, | also mention in the 
book. Gadamer sets out a phenomenology of play as a model that dissolves the 
sharp distinction made between the disinterested aesthetic subject and the pure 
aesthetic object. The game has rules, and so the Field has boundaries, which set the 
tensions of the play. So, by play, Gadamer does not mean ‘anything goes’ or 
random arbitrary motion, but rule-governed activity. Without the rules, we would 
not have more play but no play at all. Play is made possible by the rules, by 
exercising a spontaneity, innovativeness and creativity within individual situations 
that do not themselves have rules. Key here is that a player participates; the 
observer merely looks at. Here the task is not to observe but to experience the 
play of the game which is its truth. What sort of truth? The truth of a world- 
disclosure, of a form of life, of a mode of being-in-the-world, a truth it alone is 
uniquely able to open up, and a truth that is visited upon me as player of the game 
(existential truth). By losing myself in the play, | regain myself as transformed by 
the work. We should not ask what does this thing mean but how do we play it? 


Players play the play and are in turn played by the play. Do you see? 
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Il: Yes, that’s a very powerful metaphor and a strong part of the book | think. But 
something else occurs to me. You talk about play which seems a kind of context For 
what takes place. In addition, both hermeneutics and interpretation seem very 
textual, even literary, ideas. Where do authors stand in this, authors who write 
things and give them meanings, where understanding this is what we would 


normally call ‘making sense’? 


JC: IF the play’s the thing then, for Gadamer, the ‘intentions of the author’ are no 
longer normative for the interpretation of the work. Why? First of all, it would in 
fact be impossible to reconstruct what is in someone’s mind, not to mention the 
problem posed when an author perhaps later changes their mind (as, in Fact, 
happened with Heidegger who later tried to change the meaning of his earlier 
work). Second, works do not have an absolute sense but a contextual sense whose 
meaning is fixed by being Fitted to a changing context. What something means is 
context-dependent; it is a Function of both the works themselves and the context 


in which they are repeated. 


Il: Gadamer is trying to pretend authors don’t exist then or to relativise their 


authority? 


JC: Gadamer, | think, was not trying to destroy every last vestige of the author or 
agent anymore than he is trying to destroy every trace of objectivity. The 
intentions of the author are not nothing; they belong to a first reading. But it 
cannot be a normative interpretation; it is never a Final reading. It belongs to the 


very structure of a text to be recontextualizable again and again. You just can’t Fix 
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meanings or readings. That's not how they work, not in their nature. 


Il: Can you give me an example to show how that works? 


JC: Sure. IF the words of the Founders of the USA and the writers of the American 
Constitution were confined to the intentions of their authors, then slavery would 
never have been abolished, and women and unpropertied men would never have 
gained the right to vote. Laws have to be structurally appealable and repealable, 
constitutions amendable, codes of conduct revisable, religious myths 
demythologizable. Our understanding of marriage has evolved so that now we 
have both interracial and even same sex marriage. Even marriage has a history, not 
an essence. The misguided attempt to be literally loyal to the past makes the past 
into a monster, closes down the Future and deprives tradition of its inherent ability 
to renew itself. Texts, including anything that can be read as a text, are like 
children - they grow up, leave the nest and lead a life of their own: that’s what's 


supposed to happen. 


Il: OK, | see what you are saying. It makes sense as far as it goes. But how then do 
we decide what something says? Or are you saying a text doesn’t say anything - or 


that it says what we decide right now? 


JC: What does a book say? Not a thing. Sit there with it in front of you as long as 
you like, listen very carefully, and it won’t say a word. It does not actually say (or 
mean) anything until someone reads it, just the way a score does not make music 


until someone plays it. When authors write something down they produce a set of 
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inscriptions, written signs, which are so many potentialities that can be actualized 
again and again. The very idea of writing means the author enters into the play of 
language that was already running before they arrived, deploying denotations and 
connotations that will run off in new directions when the text Finds itself in a new 
context. Put simply: there’s no freeze frame. The author is playing the language 
but the language is no less playing the author as well as its play taking place 
behind the author’s back. When you play a game you don’t control the game; you 


are merely a participant in the game. 


Il: Ah, so its the Gadamer thing again. Play. The trouble is, as Far as | can see, this 
doesn’t say much good about the notion of truth. Truth is becoming less ‘what is 


true’ and more ‘what is true in this context’. Any thought about that? 


JC: Yes, certainly. Truth, and this is true for both Heidegger and Gadamer, is both 
existential, since we are personally engaged with the tradition that bequeathes it 
to us, we belong to it, and phenomenological, since it is anew configuration of the 


world, a new Figure of life, anew configuration of our lived experience. 


Il: Ok. And what would be a good model For this kind of truth? 


JC: Conversation, the play of the dialogue, the plasticity of discourse, is the central 
operative model of hermeneutics (and so the truth that comes from it) for 
Gadamer. We address things with questions but they in turn answer back and put 
us in question. Every serious question puts us in question in return. So the answer 


is conversation. 
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Il: What about neutrality? Its often said you can’t tell the truth if you're biased. 


JC: Conversation is not a methodology but a way of avoiding misunderstanding. 
Take a search For historical truth as an example. ‘Neutrality’, were it even possible, 
would make no sense because the historical distance that separates contemporary 
sensibilities From the past is creative and productive - which brings new questions 
to bear upon the past. (Example: feminist studies.) Otherwise, historians would be 
like people with a tin ear judging a music competition. They must approach the 
past as a conversation partner looking for answers, and that demands having a 
living question to begin with, having something that matters, along with a 
willingness to be put into question by the answer that comes back. So you need to 
inhabit the conversation model to understand this point of view and realise what 


hermeneutics says about this. 


Il: Yes, I'm doing my best to try and Follow where you are going with this but its all 
a bit new to me. This seems a matter of relatability and tradition as you explain it 


there then rather than a subject beholding objects. Is that on the right track? 


JC: What | would like to say is that we belong to the thing we are trying to talk 
about. We stand downstream in the history of its effects. There is a consciousness 
that understands that it stands in and is Formed by the history that it is trying to 
understand. Standing in that flow is how we have access to it in the First place. The 
tradition, if | may call it that, is never simply over; nothing is ever simply dead. The 
tradition is us, part of our being, where we have come from, and we are reflecting 


upon it with the resources that it itself has given us. 
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Il: Ah, now that is interesting. | like the idea we are part of the things, or, perhaps, 
the tradition, that we are talking about. It seems a lot less cut up and dissected 
into discrete objects - almost like everything is part of everything else. So tell me: 
How are the language we must use and the form of being you have spoken about 


implicated in this? 


JC: Well, to go back once more to Gadamer. He said, “Being that can be understood 
is language.” Heidegger said, “Language is the house of being.” Here language is 
not a prison, the lack of language is. Nothing will be understood without language. 
Here even silence is a gap, an empty space, a caesura that occurs within language. 
Yet there is a mysticality, an unexplainability, to this, something beyond grasping. 
For can we not say that whatever we say is not true (inadequate) and whatever we 
do not say (when we admit our inability to ever comprehensively understand) is? In 
language we live and move and have our being yet as participants in something 
both before and after us which we use but never completely control rather than as 


all-knowing outside observers. 


Il: Hmm, mystical. So you are saying that even as we can change and adapt 


language it can change us, our being [understood as a verb], too? 


JC: I'm saying that a genuine question is lost for an answer and puts the questioner 
in question. We do not ‘understand’ in the hermeneutic sense if we are not 
changed. IF you can’t do it, you don’t get it, or rather it has not got you. It is a 


matter of being and change. 
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Il: Ok. Now as | read your book | noted that it makes use of Jacques Derrida, a 
person many academics in certain traditionalist places seem not to have liked. Why 


is this and what does he have to do with hermeneutics? 


JC: OK, let’s get into Derrida. In the 1960s Derrida had a job preparing students 
wanting to enter into philosophy. To do this they had to pass an exam where they 
needed to show both a detailed knowledge of European philosophy (Descartes, 
Kant, Hegel, etc.,) but also show stunning originality in doing so. Derrida’s way of 
dealing with this was to push the students to undertake a reading of philosophy 
that would be a punishingly meticulous reconstruction of the original, but so close, 
so micrological, as to expose the hidden presuppositions in the text, which would 
in turn expose a conflict. Derrida’s hypothesis, from which his Fame and infamy 
both spring, was that the text is implicitly divided against itself, that the 
presuppositions push against the very positions pursued in the text, which a close 
reading would make explicit. IF you dig deep enough, you will hit conflict, not an 
underlying unity. A close reconstruction becomes a deconstruction. Now that 
spells trouble for hermeneutics as I’ve discussed it so Far with you but much more 


so For those who wouldn't even accept my rhetoric up to this point. 


Il: So is Derrida following the hermeneutical agenda you are laying out here or 


going against it? 


JC: Derrida seems to have thought he was critiquing the hermeneutical agenda but 


| prefer to think of him as radicalizing it further. Derrida seems to think of 


hermeneutics as he Found it as talk about a code to crack the meaning of things. As 
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an idea, he doesn’t like that. Hence why he argues that texts deconstruct 
themselves meaning that codes obfuscate themselves. The key point here, though, 
is that Derrida himself would insist that he is actually not doing anything. His point 


is that the text itself is auto-disruptive. So don’t blame him, blame texts! 


Il: So what is Derrida actually getting at if he is not doing anything? 


JC: It starts with context which | have already mentioned in my answers to you. 
Derrida agrees there is always a context, be it the original or current one. Or, as 
Derrida puts it himself, ‘there is nothing outside of the text’, nothing without a 
context, nothing that is ever non-contextual, no reference is ever made without or 
outside of a textual system of references. This statement ‘there is nothing outside 
of the text’ actually became notorious because it was not read in context, that is, 
precisely in violation of what it itself was saying! The statement was wildly 
misconstrued to mean that Derrida doubted or denied the existence of the world 
or maintained that there is nothing outside of words (the most stupid reading). 
However, Derrida was saying that we can never understand what the words are 
talking about without the words, or without some sort of way to signify in the 
most general sense, which is what the word ‘text’ means here. You cannot sneak 
around the language to get a supposedly naked reality; even when you want to 
signify something, you make use of asystem of signifiers. When you learn to speak 
a second language you have widened your world rather than built yourself a 


second prison to enclose the first. 
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So Derrida is not thinking that we are locked up in a prison house of words called 
language. Beyond the first reading of the author | spoke about previously, which 
Derrida acknowledges, he conceives of a second which seeks something at work in 
the text behind the author’s back, something that the author did not see coming. 
As Derrida himself writes, ‘The writer writes in a language and in a logic whose 
proper system, laws, and life his discourse by definition cannot dominate 
absolutely’. Derrida sees that the problem, of course, is that our words are not our 
own; we do not own them and cannot stipulate what they mean. We did not make 
them up (even, in Fact, if we did) and they are not our private property. They are 
the common property of the language that was already running when we first 
opened our mouths, the one we heard and learned by miming. As soon as we use a 
system of signs, we sign on to a whole string of associations and connotations of 
which we are not the author. IF | say that English is my first language it is not 
because it belongs to me but because | belong to it. | enter into something already 
up and running, | have agreed to a whole take on (interpretation of) the world. To 
take up language is to dive into the waters of a system by which | am also 


inundated. 


Il: So, if you like, we dive into the stream of language. But words and texts have 
meanings, yes? There is an original we should take note of despite talk of ‘first 


readings’? 


JC: Derrida thinks that people should guard against the illusion that the original 


really is original. The so-called original has not dropped from the sky, it, too, is the 


effect of everything that precedes it, of the systems of signification of which it was 
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a part. There never was anything that was originally original. (The same as saying 
there is nothing without a conditioning context, in Fact.) Thus, we come to a 
Derridean point: ‘There are thus two interpretations of interpretation, of structure, 
of sign, of play. The one seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering, a truth or an 
origin which escapes play and the order of the sign, and which lives the necessity of 
interpretation as an exile. The other, which is no longer turned toward the origin, 
affirms play and tries to pass beyond Man and Humanism, the name of Man being 
the name of that being who has dreamed of full presence, the reassuring 


Foundation, the origin and the end of play’. 


Il: I'm guessing that Derrida chooses the second over the First? 


KC: And you would be wrong! Derrida thinks that it is never a question of choosing 
between the one and the other, between ‘original Truth’ and ‘no Truth’ with a 
capitalised “T”, between deciphering “the meaning” and interpolating and 
inventing new meanings. Interpretation is always conducted in the space between 
(inter) the two interpretations of interpretation. What this perhaps means is that 
interpretation happens as intervention; an interpretation is an event of 
intervention upon the conventional. This, of course, is never ex nihilo. An 
interpretation is always a negotiation. An interpretation happens in the space 
between, the space between the regular and irregular, the commensurable and 
the incommensurable, the normalized and exceptional, the centre and the margins, 
the same and the other, the possible and the impossible, the conditional or 


unconditional. 
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Il: [think | get that but | see an issue here which | would like you to address. How do 


words relate to the world? 


JC: We may say that in hermeneutical thinking, particularly the radical 
hermeneutical thinking of Derrida, words are not hard-wired to the world or to 
reality. But that does not mean that words do not have a reference to the world. It 
just means that words do not have a reference to the world independently of their 
difference From one another. No reference without difference. Take colour theory, 
for example. Colours are what they are because they are not other colours. Colour 
theory is relational all the way down. Language works the same way, which is why 
the meaning of a given word or phrase or sentence is irreducibly contextual. Taken 
out of the (con)text, we can make anybody say pretty much anything we want. 
Without some context, words just don’t work, they collapse under the stress. 
Editions, redactions, citations, all are a Function of differential differences. So, in 
hermeneutics, language is no longer treated in the classical humanist manner as 
the way an inner consciousness expresses itself in outer signs which signify 


concepts and refer, simply, to reality. 


Il: | like Ehat but | can’t help noticing that its all context again. Why the ubiquity of 


context in hermeneutics? 


JC: Ask yourself a question: How many words are there in the English language? 
How many rules of grammar (ways to combine the words) are there in the English 
language? How many sentences are there in the English language? By the time we 


get to the possible sentences we realise that we will never stop counting. Not as 
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long as we have to do with a living language which finds ways to create on a 
constant basis. The new, the innovative, is part of the process. The reason For that 
unlimited number of new sentences is the inextinguishable flow of time which 
keeps changing the... yes you guessed it... the context! We can’t step in the same 
linguistic river twice. Even if | repeat the same thing to the same audience using 
the same words then, at the very least, the time has changed and a subtle shift has 
happened. American musician John Cage realised the very same thing when, in 
1952, he composed the piece 4'33”, a so-called ‘silent piece’ (not what Cage 
thought) in which the performer, following the score which Cage had meticulously 
produced, made no sounds at all in three ordered movements. The point was not 
that the performer on stage was doing nothing but that every time the piece was 
performed the context was completely different, the ambient noises which could 
be heard in the absence of performed sounds were always different. 4’33”, as it 
were, was different every time. Time, quite literally and constantly, changes 


everything. 


Il: Language is sometimes talked of as a matter of structure and in talking earlier of 
‘no reference without difference’ you can be seen to be talking structurally, of 
language as a structure of differences. How do your reflections about time interact 


with that notion? 


JC: The characteristic Feature of contemporary, perhaps postmodern or radical, 
hermeneutics is its affirmation of unforeseeable openings, surprising events, 
unprogrammable effects. Derrida criticises the structural linguist Ferdinand de 


Saussure by asserting that there is no finite, atemporal set of rules that could 
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contain or anticipate the infinity of possible utterances written or spoken in time. 
This is because, in time, we cannot see what is coming, not fully or perfectly. So, 
the ‘event’ has more teeth to it than the structuralist is prepared to admit. The 
linguistic event is not just the instance of a rule; it is idiosyncratic and 
unanticipatable; not lower than the universal but higher. So ‘the rules’ (any rules) 
are just another effect of the system, just as time-bound. The rules do not 
absolutely regulate the system because they do not exist outside or above the 
system, they are produced (in time which is both context and change) by the 
system; they are not essences governing the system but temporal effects of it. In 


short, time cuts deeper than structure. 


Il: How does this play out for us as interpreters? 


JC: It means that humans do not sort through every possible combination of a 


complex series of Os and 1s until they Finally hit the right one. They interpret. 


Il: Haha, quite. | must say, you give a good account of yourself but this could all 
sound very weak when contrasted with those who talk about ‘reality’ and ‘a 
necessary objectivity’ and say things like ‘it is the case that some things are true in 
ways that are not to do with how we talk or what we think’. How do you respond to 


this? 
JC: Nietzsche once wrote, ‘God is dead and we have killed him’. Notice that he does 
not say ‘God does not exist’ or ‘There is no God’. He avoids making the 


metaphysical statement about something called ‘the nature of reality’. He is saying 
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that God is a fictitious perspective. But you can’t hold that against God. So is 
everything else. What matters is that the fiction has worn out. So talking of 
hermeneutics being ‘weak’ is actually quite apt and Italian philosopher Gianni 
Vattimo would agree that such thought is ‘weak’ in comparison to Former talk but 
that this is not thereby a bad thing. Vattimo, after the death of the fiction of God 
and the absolutes that he was once thought to guarantee, sees the nihilism that 
critics of this move sometimes call it as the history of the weakening of these 
structures, of their becoming nothing, their becoming unbelievable, which, For him, 
is an emancipatory development. The name of this weakening is hermeneutics, 
that is, the displacement of objective absolutizing thinking by interpretation. This 
can easily be seen as ‘weak’ depending on your context but, in hermeneutics, your 
task is not to out-argue but to out-narrate, to tell a better story. So the ultimate 
nature of reality (ontology, metaphysics) weakens into interpretations. 
Epistemology (the studying of knowing and what and how we know) turns into 
conversation, the kind | mentioned earlier which | got from Gadamer. Principles 
must be weakened into a more pliable, plastic, practical wisdom. Political principles 
bequeathed from grandiose metaphysical notions become the belief that 
everybody has a point of view which, in the political realm itself, becomes the idea 
of democracy. Power, once accorded only to those in heaven or those designated 
their representatives, now Falls to Earth. The problem for this ‘weak thought’ is not 
that people have a perspective but that anyone might hold that there was an 
absolutist point of view over and above any or every particular individual. This, For 
the ‘weak’ hermeneutic thinkers, is a better story than that one some think 


‘strong’. 
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Il: What is wrong with the ‘strong’ thinking that it needs to be ‘weakened’? Why is 


the ‘weak’ story a better story? 


JC: For this we turn to the American pragmatist Richard Rorty. Rorty regarded the 
‘strong’ talk not as wrong talk but as hype, things that we simply don’t need to say 
to get by. To say a statement represents a fact just means that holding that belief 
works. Rorty does not think that we need transcendental or metaphysical backup 
and neither do we need to talk about the essence of things or talk about how 
‘grounded’ we are. As | explained in my last answer, the fiction of God, or any God 
substitute, what Rorty talked about as ‘the desire to escape time and chance’, has 
worn out. And good riddance, thinks Rorty. If people needed it in past contexts, we 
don’t now. So there is no form of speech or writing which gets us any closer to 
‘how things are’ than another and if you thought that this was what philosophy (or 
even science) was well, sorry, you're mistaken. Philosophy (or science) is just a Form 
of writing or a way of talking and not a special method which gets us to ‘the Truth’ 
or ‘Reality’ as opposed to ‘opinion’ or ‘conversation’. Philosophers (and scientists) 
are just people who talk in certain ways about certain subjects and who are familiar 
with particular questions and a possible range of answers to them. Occasionally, 
they appear to have solved problems. So, instead of talking about Truth or 
Objectivity, let’s just talk about inter-subjective agreement and let it go at that. We 


don’t need the grandiose hype and bluster. Weak thinking is better thinking. 


Il: So ‘strong thought’ is wrong thought? 
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JC: I'll address this with reference to Rorty again. The beliefs we hold, thought 
Rorty, are contingent upon an accident of birth. IF you were born in Mecca or 
Tuvalu or Vladivostok or Mogadishu or Tierra del Fuego or Nunavut you wouldn’t 
be the person you are, with the beliefs you hold, today. (And if you were born in 
one of those places then consider the others!) This contingency of birth puts a 
particular language on our tongue, certain ideas in our head and particular books in 
our libraries (assuming we even have libraries). Appreciating the contingency of 
our birth and the, shall we say, somewhat accidental nature of our beliefs implies 
holding them with a certain irony, with just enough diffidence and distance to keep 
them revisable whilst also treating them as the (unavoidable) tools we have been 
given. Beliefs here are successful interpretations but they are successful 
interpretations with different histories rather than the discovery of essences or 
Foundations. We can, of course, hope for agreement and consensus across cultural 
and national boundaries (here solidarity based on the conversation | have been 
talking about is very important) but we do not need Gods, or God substitutes, to 
do any of this. So is strong thought wrong thought? Its unnecessary thought. Its 


thought just as contingent and historical as any other. 


Il: That’s really interesting and I'd like to discuss this more but, for now, | need to 


get going. How would you summarise what you've been saying? 


JC: My take away line in all this is that interpretation goes all the way down. We 
never escape from its sticky web because its not something we do but what we 
are. We are a quote from Saint Augustine, ‘| have become a great question to 


myself’. Life is that question. The best answer hermeneutics has to the question of 
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who we are is that we are that question. The question is the answer. 


Il: And everything else? 


JC: We are people with practices. When it comes to hermeneutics the right 
question is, ‘These are good practices, but how do they work in theory?’. We start 
with us where we are in time and space and not from some atemporal God position 
that is a fiction. When the earlier Heidegger said we have a vague pre- 
understanding of something he knew not what - Being? God? World? - something 
very elemental that we spend our time trying to articulate, that’s hermeneutics. 
One last time: interpretation goes all the way down. Hermeneutics situates itself 
precisely where we are plugged into the world, engaged in and by and with the 
world, and its task is to let that come into words. Hermeneutics seeks some kind of 
non-objectifying discourse, some way of speaking not about but from out of our 


experience of the world. 


ANARCHIST LITURGY Il: THE DHAMMAPADA 


Anarchist liturgy. Philosophical anarchist liturgy. A philosophical anarchist liturgy 
that serves to spiritually retool every human being. As | was walking around the 
area yesterday on my regular round it was once again borne in on me what the 
problem of the world actually is: its the hearts of Men. It is what the human being 
is. But the human being is not what the human being has to be. Human beings have 
adapted to almost every environment this world provides. Our Flexibility and 


adaptability is one of our greatest characteristics. Yet that is also a weakness for it 
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means we can be bent and shaped into any number of destructive forms. One of 
these forms, the most destructive of all, is mass civilisation. It now seems clear that 
a great mass of life on this planet, including our own, will eventually and inevitably 
die of civilisation. When we all lived in caves or even huts in small groups there was 
no prospect that the species could damage the world or affect it in an overarching 
way. It was impossible. Such a lifestyle was self-limiting. But civilised human beings 
Focused on capitalist goals who care about profit more than effects, now they are 
well able to destroy on a much grander scale. IF you create a life where cars and 
planes and handheld communications devices and industrial Food production 
Facilities and international power grids and vast sewerage and waste disposal 
operations are essential to its survival then that is going to have effects. Bad 
effects. IF you take no notice unless or until those effects are lapping at your 


personal Front door you may Find that that is too late. 


But | think you know, by now, that the apocalyptic environmental stories only carry 
so much weight with me. There’s nothing permanent or necessary about us in this 
universe of ours. The entire history of our existence will be an insignificant and 
pointless speck in time. But, for now, some of us are alive and every day a Few 
hundred thousand more are born. What we need, it occurs to me, is a better ethos 
than “Be born, consume, die”. A life of consumption and possession, of amassing 
stuff because more stuff means you are higher up some imaginary pecking order, 
is, to be colloquial about it, dumb as Fuck. All any human being has ever needed is 
enough. No human being has ever been richer than the one who harmonised with 
nature, who Felt connected to the biological place they come From, who could sit in 


peace. The human attractions to civilisation, to technology, to mass organisation - 
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all of which lead to inequality and control - are Fatal attractions. It would be the 
same with any species which grew too big, which pooled its resources to levels of 
world-altering significance. We are doing it to ourselves even as | write. But most 
of us don’t care because although we are the smartest things that ever lived on 


this planet we are not smart enough to care about it or even ourselves. 


The number of people | come across in my daily roaming the Internet who imagine 
that life that is not like our modern, civilised life is an impossibility is staggering. It 
is very rare | meet someone who can even imagine life without civilisation and its 
trappings and many of those, too, would not want to live life without them. The 
concept of having few needs is completely opposed to all they have been taught 
and, like well programmed individuals, they obey the imperatives of this most basic 
of civilised programming absolutely. They are killing and enslaving us all, just as 
they were always meant to. “Progress,” as it is perversely and inaccurately called, 
must not be stopped. But it must be stopped if one cares about life on earth 
because our way Of living, our way of being, is killing everything. On the one hand, 
as has been explained before, this is just anarchy going about its business in ways it 
cares not how. But, on the other hand, its not as if we have to live like this. And so 


alternatives become apparent. 


Garbage in, garbage out is a fairly widespread aphorism and most would 
acknowledge its truth. But that is how we human beings live on earth. Many of us, 
not least myself, have lived the majority of our lives as human garbage. We have 
lived “without virtue” to phrase this in more ancient and more virtue cognisant 


ways. But even today there are some happy Few who take note of their place in the 
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universe and appreciate the need to live virtuously, peacefully, harmoniously, 
anarchically in that spiritual way which has been detailed in the third of my now 
four books which proclaim “there is nothing to stick to”. It struck me that what we 
need is an anarchist liturgy which articulates this way to be, a way not willingly 
destructive or careless, a way which recognises an appropriate sense of place and 
[lack of] significance, a modest, humble way that is happy with enough. And so | 


read the Dhammapada, thought about it and wrote... 


Thought From our thoughts, 
Life From our mind. 


This is the way. 


Harmony instead of enmity, 
Together not apart. 


This is the way. 


To live as if you were in competition with everything else 


Is a disease of the mind. 


This is not the way. 


Selfish pleasures 


Without concern For harmony: 


This is not the way. 


When selfish pleasure is not your goal, 
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When harmony is achieved, 

When virtue is in sight, 

This is the way. 

To understand that truth is what is real 
And that what is not real is not: 

This is the way. 

A well-ordered mind 

Protects you from uncontrolled passions. 


This is the way. 


To think and act at odds with the world is to suffer: 
This is not the way. 
To think and act in harmony with the world Is not to suffer: 


This is the way. 


To speak few words and yet 


To live according to those words, 


Free from passions, free From hate, free From illusions of the mind, 


A being that is free From cravings: 


This is the way. 


To be watchful 
And not to be unwatchful: 


This is the way. 
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High thought, 
Deep contemplation, 
Self-possession: 


This is the way. 


Be careful about what you think, 
Avoid foolishness and ignorance. 


This is the way. 


To be watchful among the unwatchful, 
To be careful in what one thinks: 


This is the way. 


To have a mind that is straight as an arrow: 


This is the way. 

To have a mind that is self-controlled, 
A matter of self-possession, 

This is the way. 

A mind that is in harmony, 

That does not seek selfish progress, 
This is the way. 

A right directed mind 

Of virtue and selfless interaction, 
This is the way. 

To be the Foam of a wave 


Or the shadow of a mirage: 
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This is the way. 


To have enough but not to take away from others 
Or to destroy the whole: 


This is the way. 


Like the scent of a flower, 
The perfume of virtue travels on the wings of the wind to the ends of the world: 


This is the way. 


Even as Flowers grow on rubbish heaps by the side of the road: 


This is the way. 


Better to be alone than spend time in the company of fools: 


This is the way. 


To live an unvirtuous life seems sweet to the Fool 

Until the reaction comes with its pain and suffering. 

Then the fruits of wrongdoing must be eaten by that fool. 
Better, then, to be one who is wise, 

Who never has to repent of, or suffer from, one's life. 


This is the way. 


Do not wish For reputation, 


Do not wish for presidence, 
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Do not wish for authority, 

Do not wish for veneration amongst people: 
This is the way. 

Treat one who tells you of your Faults 

As if they had told you of hidden treasure. 

Let yourself be admonished, 

Let yourself be instructed, 

Let yourself be restrained From what is wrong: 


This is the way. 


To keep out of the company of those who have ugly souls, 
To avoid those who would do evil, 
But to seek out the beautiful: 


This is the way. 


What is real wealth? 

To drink the waters of truth, 

To rest in joy, 

To have a peaceful mind, 

To separate what is from what is not. 


This is the way. 


Self-control and self-possession: 
This is the way. 


To not be moved by either praise or blame: 
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This is the way. 


To remain unmoved by the tumult of existence, 
To exist like a lake that is pure, peaceful and deep: 


This is the way. 


To not waste the currency of time on the things of desire, 
To surrender all attachments: 

This is the way. 

To live without calculation, 

To exist without profit or loss: 


This is the way. 


Free from possessions, 
Free From desires, 
Free from whatever darkens the mind: 


This is the way. 


Immortality from non-attachment, 
Joy from serenity, 
Peaceful harmony from self-possession: 


This is the way. 


The end of the journey is infinity, 


Freedom from all sorrows, 
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Freedom From all Fetters, 

An identity that is no more: 
This is the way. 

Your home is not your home, 
Your place is not your place, 
Your story is not your story: 


This is the way. 


Thoughts at peace, 
Words at peace, 
Life at peace: 


This is the way. 


To not care where you live, 

To not care what you have, 

To not care how you are regarded or where you stand in relation to other people, 
To be self-possessed, simple and authentic: 


This is the way. 


Better one single day of life lived in virtue and deep contemplation, 


Than 100 years of vice, possession and acquisition. 


This is the way. 


Arising and passing away, 


Coming and going, 
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Back and Forth: 


This is the way. 


To see the path, 
And no longer to see the illusions: 


This is the way. 


Little by little the water drops of evil Fill the jar. 
Instead, Fill the jar with the water drops of goodness: 


This is the way. 


Genuine peace is real wealth, 

And even as the merchant carrying their wealth without escort 
Avoids the dangers of the road, 

So you too should guard this wealth jealously. 


This is the way. 


To revere and respect life: 


This is the way. 


To be able to live in peace and quietness: 


This is the way. 


To be self-controlled: 


This is the way. 
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The whole world is destined For destruction, 

Nothing is permanent and all is Forever changing, 

All around there is decay, corruption, destruction, dissolution, 
For all life ends in death. 

This is the way. 

The body decays and dies, 

But nature's virtue goes on and on forever. 


This is the way. 


Once the fever of craving is past, 
The mortal mind goes to the joy of immortal enlightenment. 


This is the way. 


Only a person can master themselves, 
And if they cannot master themselves then who can? 


This is the way. 


Every step is on the path, 

But there are right paths and there are wrong paths, 
There are paths that lead to darkness, 

And there are paths that lead to light. 

IF you can see this world as but a bubble of Froth 
And as an illusion of an appearance, 

Then you will be walking on the right path 


And this will lead you to enlightenment. 
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This is the way. 


To wander through the pathless ways of the infinite, 
Unattached and unconcerned, 


This is the way. 


To be awake and to watch, 

To find peace in contemplation, 
To be calm and steady, 

To Find joy in renunciation: 


This is the way. 


It is not a sin to be a hermit, 

An ascetic from the world. 
Forbearance is the highest sacrifice, 
And eternity the highest good. 

IF you are awake, 

Live in peace, 

Perfect yourself. 


This is the way. 


Self-control, 
Moderation, 
Solitude, 


Practice: 
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This is the way. 


When desires go, 
Joy comes. 


This is the way. 


There is no refuge in mountains or forests, 


In the sacred groves or at shrines. 


These do not free human beings from sorrow. 


A true refuge is enlightenment, 
Is the truth of what is and what is not. 
These are a long lasting refuge. 


This is the way. 


To live in joy, 

Although having nothing, 
Living like a spirit of light: 
This is the way. 

Neither victory 

Nor defeat: 


This is the way. 


Beware lust, 
Hate and 


Disharmony: 
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This is the way. 


The solitude of silence, 
And the joy of quietness: 


This is the way. 


A watchful life of contemplation, 
Which avoids transient pleasures, 
Which guards the mind, 

Which thinks clearly and concisely: 


This is the way. 


Don't be bound to pleasure, 

And don't be bound to pain, 

For the lack of one is sorrow, 

And the presence of the other is the same. 
The person who is Free from pleasure, 

Is also Free From fear and sorrow. 


This is the way. 


To be the one who goes upstream, 

with determination, 

With a will to the infinity of enlightenment: 
This is the way. 


To be in the bondage of nothing, 
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To own nothing, 
To be attached to nothing, 
And so to be connected to everything: 


This is the way. 


To purify oneself, 
To remove the impurities, 
To move towards perfection: 


This is the way. 


Even as rust destroys iron, 

So human beings are destroyed, 
By the Fictions which cling to them. 
Cleanliness and attention to self: 


This is the way. 


There is no path on the outside; 
The path is on the inside. 


This is the way. 


The path is not a violent path, 
And peace in the only goal. 


This is the way. 


Wisdom is not found in the one who talks, talks and talks again; 


1036 


But if someone is peaceful and loving and Fearless then they are called wise. 


This is the way. 
Where virtue is concerned, 
Behaviour is everything. 


This is the way. 


Flesh withers; 
Virtue does not. 


This is the way. 


To be above good and evil, 
To live in chastity From the world, 
To live life as a meditation: 


This is the way. 


The great human being is not the one who kills the most; 
It is the one who kills the least who is truly great. 


This is the way. 


Let me tell you about the way: 

There is a way that leads to vision, 

A way that confuses confusion. 

At the end of this way there is no sorrow, 
This way leads away From the world, 


But it is you who must make the effort to walk this way 
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Because you must follow the way to become Free. 
And this is that way: 

Everything is transient, 

Everything is sorrow, 

Everything is unreal: 


This is the way. 


To seek what is greater, 
And to leave what is less: 


This is the way. 


Happiness is not Found by making others unhappy. 


This is the way. 


To Find joy in love For all beings: 


This is the way. 


To be able to be alone, 

And to rest alone, 

And never weary of the great work, 
To live in joy, 


To master oneself; 


This one can live right beside the Forest of desires. 


This is the way. 


A thoughtless pilgrim, 
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Only raises dust on the road. 
This is the way. 
Human beings patrol the border between life and death; 


Within, without. 


The human being should guard lest any moment pass by in carelessness. 


This is the way. 


To think that right is wrong and wrong is right: 
This is not the way. 
But to think that wrong is wrong and right is right: 


This is the way. 


The best of human beings 

Endure in silence. 

Peace runs through them like a river 
And arrows cannot pierce them 

For they have self-control. 


This is the way. 


The best human being is the human being who trains themselves: 


This is the way. 


The human being is conditioned and chained 
By the social fictions of life. 


Yet when they remember infinity, 
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When they remember the teeming, unbounded interconnection, 
When they remember that from which they came and to which they will return, 
They are unchained and these fictions can no longer hold them. 


This is the way. 


The harmony of control: 


This is the way. 


It is no disgrace to travel alone on the way 

IF one cannot find a wise and compassionate companion. 
But if one can find a wise and intelligent Friend 

Who is good and self-controlled 

Then let them travel together. 


This is the way. 


IF you do not stay watchful, 

And do not keep your eyes on enlightenment, 

Then you risk being snared once more by cravings and desires. 
Remain watchful, 

Stay alert, 

Endure. 


This is the way. 


Joy in solitude: 


This is the way. 
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IF you would be wise 

Cut the fetters, 

Renounce the life of the world 

And start to walk on the way. 

Leave pleasures and desires behind. 


This is the way. 


Leave the past behind; 

Leave the future behind; 

Leave the present behind; 

Go beyond the farther shore and never return: 


This is the way. 


It is good to control oneself; 

It is good to control the eye, 

It is good to control the ear, 

It is good to control the sense of smell, 
It is good to control your taste, 

It is good to control the body, 

It is good to control your words, 

ilt is good to control your mind, 

It is good to control your inner life. 
To achieve perfect self-control 

Is to leave all sorrow behind. 


This is the way. 
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To regard name and form as unreal things, 


To never Feel ‘this is mine’, 


To have no sorrow about things that are only fictions: 


This one is on the way for 


This is the way. 


To sail to the land of Enlightenment 
You must empty the boat of your life; 
For only when empty will that boat sail. 


This is the way. 


To break all Fetters 

And loose all bonds, 

To join the Free Flow of existence; 
Unbounded, 

Unconditioned, 

Unlimited: 


This is the way. 


Peace supreme beyond the transience of time: 


This is the way. 


Go beyond the stream, 
Go with all your soul. 


Leave desires behind, 
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Commit yourself entirely. 

With meditation and contemplation 
Go over to the far shore, 

Attain the supreme vision 

Where all Fetters are broken. 


This is the way. 


And remember: 
There is no shore! 
Not the near one 
Nor the Far one 
Nor both! 


This is the way. 


Do not cause hurt or harm 
By thought 

Or word 

Or deed: 


This is the way. 


Enlightenment is not caused by dressing the right way, 

having the right Family, 

Or being in the right social circles. 

It is only by the practice and self-discipline of truth and holiness 


That one comes to the joy and peace of Enlightenment. 


1043 


This is the way. 


When you see a person seated in worn out garments 
Who has no possessions, 

Who pays attention, 

Whose mind is clear, 

Whose conscience is peaceful, 

Who bears no ill-will to anyone or anything, 

Who desires nothing 

In their quiet contemplation: 


This is the way. 


The one who wanders alone with few desires, 
That one knows 


This is the way. 


When you do not return 

Like for Like 

But answer violence with gentleness, 
Greed with generosity, 

Intolerance with tolerance, 

Hatred with love: 


This is the way. 


To have no desire for possession, 
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To have no care for acquisition: 


This is the way. 


To wander without a home in this world: 


This is the way. 


Going and returning, 
Changing and recreating: 


This is the way. 


No future, past or present, 
Having nothing, 
Wanting nothing: 


This is the way. 


Don’t remember, don’t project, don’t think. 
Don’t analyse, don’t control, let go. 

No past, no Future, no now. 

No solution, no intention, no attachment. 


This is the way. 


MEAT, VEGANISM AND THE WAY OF ALL THINGS 


Life is not life 


And death is not death. 
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The way makes no such distinctions. 
Things are not as they appear; 
Yet neither are they otherwise. 


So you should only cease to cherish your opinions. 


Take a look around the world in some places today and you will Find an increasing 
desire For veganism. This is often among those best described, in the ideological, 
partisan West, at least, as those with a bee in their bonnet. They will talk about the 
horrors of Factory farming, the pollution caused by farming that takes place on an 
industrial scale, the Fact that propagating meat on such a large scale is actually a 
misuse of the land and the terrible conditions the animals are often kept in and, in 
very many of such things that they say, they will actually have a point. | am not here 
to tell anyone that vegans have got it all wrong or that what they say bears no 
resemblance to what goes on in the world. What vegans have done is come to the 
conclusion that industrial meat production [and, by extension, any meat-eating or 
farmed products such as eggs or milk and cheese] is so bad that they refuse to take 
part in it and so they stop eating meat, regarding its production as a cruel and 
intolerable process. Some, if not many of them, will then go on to tell everyone 
they meet that if they are meat eaters they are “violent murderers” as | was myself 
told today upon opening my social media and reading it through bleary eyes. This 
may sound incontrovertible in the ears of some convinced vegan but | received it as 
one-eyed hysteria which, to say the least, condensed the issues into a very 
convenient rhetorical accusation. | replied back to my accuser, as | often do, by 
pointing out that their comfortable Western life is almost certainly supported and 


maintained by many such “violent murderers” and left it at that. | did this because 
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the Fact is that, even if you don’t eat meat yourself, the majority of people you 
know probably do and most of the people who are keeping you alive and enabling 
you to go about your daily life in the relative comfort of Western civilisation likely 
are meat eaters too. And is it just about meat? | haven't done a great deal of 
research into it, but I’m pretty sure a lot of medicines come from animals too. Are 
vegans against medicine we get through animals or animal experimentation? 
Perhaps they are and, if so, they are allowed to be. Then it occurs to me that there 
are “animal products”, a vague and probably surprising category of things that 
ultimately derive From animals and turn up in the strangest of places. Let’s round 
all this up by saying that human beings have for millennia seen animals as things 
they can use to Further their own outcomes and serve their purposes. Have they 


been wrong to do this? By what measure? 


OF course, | am going to tell you that there is no measure even as | recognise that 
human beings are those who measure everything as a habit they cannot get out of. 
Yet one thing | did look into thinking about the issue of veganism was sentience in 
plants and this, it seems, is not so far-fetched an idea as it might once have been. 
Plants, no one will deny, are certainly alive and, for me at least, this is already 
enough to take such organisms seriously. What's more, plants, as we know, are the 
basis of ALL life on earth. No plants, no animals: its that simple. Yet even as far 
back as 1973 researchers were writing books which argued that plants can 
recognise things, predict things and even communicate [The Secret Life of Plants 
by Tompkins and Bird]. In short, they act in response to their surroundings in a way 
we would call sentience and perhaps even consciousness. Subsequent research, a 


growing field of science, has suggested plants can hear, smell, make decisions, 
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have memories, cognition and the ability to learn, Feel stress and pain and have 
social lives. Is this surprising in something which no one would deny is alive? | don’t 
think it should be. Being alive, being an animate object, surely implies certain 
Faculties or abilities even carried out in ways other than the ways in which we carry 
them out. One vegan | spoke to recently laughed off sentience in plants because 
“they don’t have a brain or a nervous system”. This person apparently believed that 
any sentience or consciousness must, as a rule, be like ours. Thus, they fell into 
exactly the anthropomorphic trap which honours that which is tolerably like a 
human being but regards everything else as alien and different - and so as 
something we can treat differently. This, | think, is not a very compassionate or 
understanding way to proceed. Yes, we will always be able to sympathise most 
with forms of life we can see as most like us but we should never turn this into a 
prejudice. Life is not constrained to be like us and there is no reason to think that 
sentience or even consciousness must, a priori, exist only in things like us. It should 
not at all be surprising if it turns out plants have sentience or consciousness too. 
After all, human beings have even speculated on machine consciousness. Next to 
that, plants being more than green things which just grow should not be so 


controversial. 


But for some vegans, at least, it is controversial for they have planted their vegan 
Flag on the notion that meat-eating is cruel and that meat eaters are “violent 
murderers”. Deciding that killing something sentient For Food is horrific is all well 
and good but what happens when it turns out your carrot or potato or rice was 
once sentient too? Are such vegans now going to include themselves in the 


“violent murderer” category? Are they going to refuse to eat plants too and so 
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commit suicide because they now refuse to eat at all? IF my brief and pungent 
interactions with vegans are any measure [and they probably aren’t] then the 
answer is “no”. They are, like Neo in The Matrix, going to try and dodge the plant 
sentience bullet or make excuses for themselves. Yet such people kill and eat 
things that were once alive every bit as much as any meat eater does. Even they do 
not deny plants were once alive so harvesting and eating them must be akin to 
killing them. Seeing plants in the light of the developing science of how plants 
exist [as sentient, social organisms] only makes things worse for exactly those 
vegans who have decided that to eat a sentient thing is a moral crime of the worst 
kind. For now they are doing exactly the same thing. No doubt some such people 
will complain that an apple is not the same as a pig and, superficially, it may not 
appear to be. But convenient superficiality is no way to proceed here. We should 
be dealing in reality rather than in that which is rhetorically convenient. IF plants 
are sentient or conscious, if they Feel stress or pain, if they react to attackers as it 
has been suggested in peer-reviewed scientific literature that they do, then 


everyone, even the vegans, need to acknowledge this. 


As | have already suggested, | do not find any of the emerging science about plants 
very surprising. IF things are alive that surely makes a difference compared to if 
they are dead. [Here, in this argument at least, | set aside the notion that 
alive/dead is entirely a human distinction that the universe itself does not make. 
There are ways to look at life and death which don’t make the distinctions it is 
customary For us to.] We would all of us say that alive things do not act or operate 
or have the same functionality as dead things and so we would also all of us see 


alive things as in some sense different to dead things. Animate objects are not the 
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same as inanimate objects. But we must always be careful about these distinctions 
for they are always contextual distinctions rather than absolute distinctions. They 
are also not always distinctions we consistently adhere to. Has a vegan ever killed a 
Fly, a wasp or a spider, | wonder? I've never personally known a vegan but | would 
Find it hard to believe they had not. Perhaps some vegans have even killed lots of 
such insects. Do vegans use pesticides, | wonder? Oh, and by the way, who decided 
that the things pesticides kill are “pests” exactly? From what mentality is such a 
designation coming? Very quickly, thinking in such ways, we come to realise that 
even vegans must surely be culpable For many deaths. Do insect deaths count less? 
Is there some table of vegan virtue to which | can refer which tells me which deaths 
are a death too far and which deaths are acceptable collateral damage? Death, it 
may be observed, is a staple of life. It is a natural occurrence. And, what's more, it is 
no less the case that one animal may kill another, either deliberately or as a 
consequence of some other action. It seems to me, then, that if we value life we 
must value all life. | would find it very hard to start picking and choosing between 
which lives have more value and which lives have less. Life, in a statement | hope 
no one will dispute, is actually one big continuum anyway. Life depends on life For 
it all survives together in symbiosis. Even where it depends on one life taking 


another life. 


In my discussions with vegans, however, it has been suggested to me that 
comparing human life with other life is an error. Human beings, I’m told, are moral 
and all these other forms of life are not. They are just performing various virtually 
autonomic Functions. They don’t know any better, in effect. So if | were to compare 


a lion killing an antelope with a human killing a pig | might be mocked, as | have 
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been, because to such people this is a stupid comparison. But is it? The lion’s ways 
seem just as unquestioned to it as any human being’s. Might we imagine that all 
lions are the same? Might not some have different habits or tastes to others? Is a 
hunger pang in one species not the same as a hunger pang in another? All life 
needs to feed on a source of energy to survive. In one way of viewing the entire 
universe all it is is the motion and transformation of Forms of energy anyway. From 
this viewpoint, human distinctions are as nothing. All is just energy transference 
and transformation. That is all we and the lion are: energy. That is all the antelope 
and the pig are: energy. But the vegans will insist that, actually, our invented 
morals are the important thing here. | find this somewhat exceptionalist, as if the 
moral centre of the universe resided precisely somewhere in the human psyche. 
Why, uniquely in the universe, is it somehow the case that we humans have been 
blessed [and uniquely so!] with such moral clarity of insight? Does this make any 
sense at all in a randomly evolving universe? It doesn’t and as even our human 
science expands it increasingly Finds ways in which other animals [we humans are 
an animal too please don’t Forget!] have things we might describe as morals or 
ethics. Such things are essentially behaviours and behaviours which would 
[perhaps] tend to lead to benevolent outcomes. But, in saying that, have you ever 
noticed how no two people ever seem to have exactly the same moral code? 
Morality, it seems, gives wide scope For what billions of people will Find acceptable 
or unacceptable. And that is before we ask what the morals of other animals and 


plants might be. 


| interacted with morality, and things to do with morality such as interpretation, a 


great deal in the second of the now four books in my There is Nothing to Stick to 
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quadrilogy. That book was called The Fiction of Morality for it is my belief that 
morality, like any human narrative, is itself a Fiction. It is human produced and, at 
its best, is the articulation of good reasons for certain behaviours and Further good 
reasons against other, ill thought of behaviours. That is really all it is as may be 
seen when nature and the universe themselves allow untold horrors without 
passing a single comment. Death, murder, the preying of the stronger on the 
weaker, these are all means by which life, considered generally, progresses. IF we 
ask, in general terms, if it is wrong For one creature to kill another and eat it then | 
do not remotely see how it can be as, if this is so, nature itself is “wrong” and 
“immoral” whole and entire. Nature proceeds as a general principle by consuming 
itself. That which is alive eats other things which are alive in innumerable ways. 
Even plants eat meat as in the case of the venus fly trap, a plant which innocently 
minds its business until a juicy insect lands in its jaws, at which point it clamps them 
shut and slowly digests its live meal. Imagine the suffering! The only moral this 
plant has is its own survival. Certainly this Form of life has no concern for any other 
that may perch in its jaws. IF nature had a morality it would have to include 


accounting for this. 


But, of course, nature does not have a morality for it is the amorality of the 
universe which has given birth to the moral impulses in human beings. Yet can we 
now say that human beings are the moral measure? That you have a Faculty says 
nothing about its use nor that it mandates that its use is binding. In short, if you 
Feel something is a moral action that does not bind anyone else to agree with you. 
The state and scope of morals and morality are, to say the least, matters of debate. 


And what is the penalty for being immoral or amoral anyway? It may be the case 
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that, in some cases, human beings take action against you but this only reveals that 
human behaviour, generally considered, is nothing other than a game of actions 
and consequences. Actions, or inactions, have consequences, and consequences 
that we may not always see, and there is not much more to be said about it, 
moralistic narratives notwithstanding. That someone or some group has a moral 
does not mean anything other than that they do. It is not clear it does, or should, 
mean anything for anyone else. What is more, the universe’s apparent amorality, 
that which birthed our own apparent moralities, stands there, inert, as the ultimate 
context and condition of those very same moralities. We humans can always say 
something is right or wrong but we can never say so in an absolute way, or, rather, 
we can ONLY say so in a very conditioned and inabsolute way. We can only protest 
and give reasons for things. We can never make the universe so. For it, and how it 
operates, is forever beyond our control. It is the context for us. We are not the 
context for it. | personally find this to be a very powerful influence on what | may 
refer to as morals or virtue for how can you ignore that which stands as the 
context for everything, that which is everything in its manner of operation? | think 
you do so at your peril. | think this stands as a marker of authentic reality. | think 
that human exceptionalism and anthropomorphism, the deciding that human 
beings are the measure, is more often than not a crass act of narcissism and 


egocentrism, an unjustifiable speciesism and an act of self-regarding. 


Yet none of this means that | want animals to suffer. None of this means | look on 
with a smile as animals are mistreated. In general terms, | would wish that all living 
things interact with each other with peace, compassion and respect. This may 


certainly mean that some human practices should be altered or even stopped. | am 
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the last person to tell you that everything we do should carry on as it is. There are 
undoubtedly consequences of much human behaviour which impact other Forms of 
life in negative and exploitative ways. Yet | am not sure, from my researches, that 
life is actually always so peaceful, compassionate and respectful. These, after all, 
are only HUMAN values and life is not always, as so many unrealistic humans seem 
to want it to be, so Fluffy and cuddly. It is still the case that life rolls on by preying 
on other life. It is not clear that it could do any other. Whether you are eating living 
plants or animals which are made of living plants you are still life consuming other 
life. Even within our own beings life exists, in the form of bacteria and microbes, 
which are not “us”. Life is parasitic on life whole and entire. Microscopic bed bugs 
in your bedding eat your dead skin even while some other insects, in some tropical 
part of the world, are born inside a living creature from which they proceed to eat 
their way out, life preying on life. This is natural and normal, the regular, everyday 
existence of life which seems to operate only on the principle “if it can happen 
then it will happen”. This is how life proceeds. Realism should recognise this much 
more than it should moralise it. It seems to me that if we want to pronounce on life 
it would assist us greatly if we spent some time considering how life actually exists 
and how it proceeds before we decide that our self-important and sometimes 
masturbatory pronouncements are actually the last word on the issue. Calling 
people “violent murderers” is all well and good but if such moralists opened their 
eyes a little more they might then realise that such “murder” probably happens 
tens of millions of times a day in ways quite natural and unreflective. We live in a 
murderous world where murder is one of the most natural things in it. That murder 
is, in Fact, survival which might be the only actual “moral” that is universal 


throughout life in the universe. 
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| see this position as one which takes the reality of the universe and the natural 
world into account. | do not believe that human morality has some special insight 
into the nature of things which other life is not privy to and so which we are 
inevitably mandated to defer to. | do not believe that the argument “but pain and 
suffering” trumps all other arguments. Such notables as Nietzsche argued that life 
itself is suffering and whilst this is not then an argument for causing suffering it is, 
perhaps, a realisation that in life it is unavoidable. To be sentient is not to be borne 
on Fluffy clouds and soft cushions throughout one’s existence. It is, in fact, to be 
subject to damage, decay and even attack from its very inception. We might, in 
Fact, do well to stop and ask ourselves where things come from and to what they 
return before we insist on the inviolability and integrity of the identities that we 
accord to things, things which, in each case, exist for microscopic amounts of time 


in the grand scheme of things. 


It seems to me that when human beings get too moralistic they do become rather 
precious. Can we really say that individual examples of anything are really that 
important? Am |, a human being, of universe-changing significance? | would Find it 
hard to believe so. | Find it more realistic, and less egoistic, to think that random 
chance caused me to be and inevitable decay will cause me to disappear again. In 
that, | would have lasted For not even a veritable eye blink of time, an event that 
nothing took note of and which has no special reason to be remembered. It is not 
the case, | think, that every breath, Feeling and emotion matters, regardless of how 
difficult | or other people might Find that to accept. We have got so used to telling 
ourselves how important everything is that it is now difficult For it to dawn on us 


that, actually, none of this really matters at all. This planet some of us find so 
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important is just one of billions and, newsflash, it was never intended that it last 
Forever anyway. Destruction was on the menu of everything from minute one of 


day one. And no one’s feelings were [or should be] taken into account. 


Nevertheless | would myself also urge compassion for, as my spiritual and 
philosophical resources in the There is Nothing to Stick to project agree, the 
“uncaring” nature of the natural world is actually the very thing which provides for 
the life and existence of all things. This can, as some do, be seen as a benevolence 
and a compassion. Live and let live, all things considered, is not the worst motto 
one could live by. That we go through life causing as little harm as possible is a 
good attitude to take in my view. It will also be seen, if one considers this issue 
more widely in the concept of my other “anarchist” views, that the world as | 
imagine it would make much of the apparatus of a machinery that treats animals as 
raw materials for human existence much more difficult to maintain. This, in Fact, is 
where my worldview and the worldview of those who consider themselves vegans 
would coalesce. | imagine a less civilised, less centralised, more natural world. In 
the language of George Monbiot this would be a world of “rewilding”. This, in many 
respects, would be a more agrarian and less technological world. In such a world it 
would seem to me that people took more care of and responsibility For themselves 
and relied less on corporations and economic enterprises to do so. In other words, | 
see “civilisation” as the problem and it is civilisation which, in most cases, amplifies 
any problems, such as industrial scale meat eating, which already exist. True, 
people ate meat before civilisation but it is civilisation and its centralising 
organisation which turns sentient beings into Factory goods. Animals, | agree, are 


not and should not be regarded as factory goods. Yet that is a value | hold rather 
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than a dictate of the universe. 


In the end, however, we can only see as we see. Eating meat is not a crime and 
neither is it immoral. | can only assert that and | can never make it so. Morals and 
beliefs are only ever rhetorical and it doesn’t matter where they come from. Yet 
even believing that we can still have an eye to the wider context of human 
practices on earth. It is clear that farming animals carries huge consequences when 
done to industrial levels. Human beings may want to consider that if they do not 
want to suffer from the consequences, foreseen or unforeseen. For actions always 
have consequences and life is a matter of surviving them. Or not. Yet it is also the 
case that human narratives about things are Fictions, hence the short verse at the 
head of this piece on veganism which came from Zen and Daoist sources. We are 
told in it that life is not life and death is not death, at least not as we conceive of 
them. | believe this is so For life and death are merely two more invented human 
Fictions, states seen From one human point of view. Things, so we are then told, are 
not as they appear, a statement which warns us that all human ways of seeing are 
only human ways of seeing. But, we are then reminded, neither are they otherwise. 
Replacing a Fiction with another fiction does not make things any better. We have 
only swapped one illusory imposition for another. What we must do, in a piece of 
Daoist wisdom, is cease to cherish our opinions. This, ironically, is the very thing 
that most human beings, myself included, struggle to do. And so they get caught 
up in the net of their beliefs, desires, wants and narratives about the world which 
things like Daoism, Zen and Greek Cynicism tell us is the real problem. We want to 


Fix the world when, actually, it should be the world that is fixing us. 
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But do we have ears to hear that or will we egotistically continue to plough on 
regardless as if we could create some equation that balanced everything out 
better than the actionless action of existence does all by itself without goal, or 


end, or purpose? 


Only cease to cherish your own opinions. 


ANARCHIST LITURGY III: FOR DAILY RECITAL 


It is said that in olden times those who ruled everything under Heaven wanted 
nothing and the world was Fulfilled; they practised non-action and the whole of life 
was transformed; they were immensely deep in their stillness and the many 


Families of the world were calm. 


The action of non-action is called Heaven. 

The words of non-action are called Virtue. 

To love all humanity and to bring success to them is called benevolence. 
To unite what is not united is called greatness. 

To go beyond barriers and boundaries is called open-handedness. 

To have a vast multitude of diverse things is called wealth. 

To have and to hold Virtue is called guidance. 

To grow in maturity in Virtue is called stability. 

To be aligned with the Way is called completion. 


To refuse to allow anything external which distracts you is called perfection. 
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The one who clearly perceives these 10 things will also be magnanimous in their 


ventures and their actions will benefit all life. 


At the great Origin there was nothing, nothing, no name. 

The Whole arose from it; there was One without form. 

In taking different Forms, it brought life and became known as Virtue. 

Before any shape was given their roles were assigned, various and diverse but all 
linked to one another. 

This was their lot. 

The forces worked on and things were created, they grew and took distinct shapes, 
and these were called ‘bodies’. 

The bodies contained spirits, each distinct and mortal. 

This is what we call the innate nature. 

Train this innate nature and it will return to Virtue; Virtue at its best is identical 
with the Origin. 

Being of the One is to be ultimately formless and this Formlessness is vast. 

This is like the opening and shutting of a bird's beak, where the opening and 
shutting is like Heaven and Earth united. 

This unity is chaotic and disorderly; it looks stupid or Foolish. 

This is known as Mysterious Virtue, being, without knowing it, part of the great 


Submission. 


Let me tell you about the way: 


There is a way that leads to vision, 


A way that confuses confusion. 
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At the end of this way there is no sorrow, 

This way leads away From the world, 

But it is you who must make the effort to walk this way 
Because you must follow the way to become Free. 

And this is that way: 

Everything is transient, 

Everything is sorrow, 

Everything is unreal: 

This is the way. 


Therefore: 


Don’t remember, don’t project, don’t think. 
Don’t analyse, don’t control, let go. 

No past, no Future, no now. 

No solution, no intention, no attachment. 


This is the way. 


Congratulations to the person who has toiled and has found life! 
Follow the way of water and not a way of your own! 

IF you want the way to appear, 

Be neither for nor against. 

For and against opposing each other - 

This is the mind’s disease. 

Without recognising the mysterious principle 


It is useless to practice quietude. 
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Do not seek the real; 


Just extinguish your views. 


Living and dying while Forgetting desire — This is original nature. 


Life is not life 

And death is not death. 

The way makes no such distinctions. 
Things are not as they appear; 

Yet neither are they otherwise. 


So you should only cease to cherish your opinions. 


In the pursuit of learning, every day something is acquired. 
In the pursuit of Dao, every day something is dropped. 
Less and less is done 

Until actionless action is achieved. 

When nothing is done, nothing is left undone. 

The world is ruled by letting things take their course. 


It cannot be ruled by interfering. 


Practice non-action. 
Work without doing. 
There is nothing to stick to. 


Be passersby. 
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All composite things are impermanent, 
They are subject to birth and death; 
Put an end to birth and death, 


And there is a blissful tranquillity. 


THE WANDERER’'S SHADOW 


1/ Abolish all teachers! Abolish all teachings! From now on let everyone be self- 
taught and let the only teaching be “Know thyself! Teach thyself! This is all that is 


to be known and experienced!” 


2/ Why is the world in turmoil? The premise is itself illustrative of the premises 
required to imagine that it could be so. Is there some ideal for which we are, 
collectively, as a species, supposed to be striving? How unnatural is such an idea! 
Lesson one! All goals are invented, all intentions manufactured! To know yourself 
is to experience yourself. It is not to know [i.e. to invent] facts about yourself or to 


create goals! The shadow follows the wanderer. It does not decide to do so! 


3/ “The world” as a common, human space, a place of shared beliefs, values and 


intentions, is a Fiction! 


4/ Henceforth it will be the duty of every human being to be authentically 


themselves. 
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5/ The shadow hides the ground and it is we who cast it. Remove the shadow, see 


the ground. How do you remove the shadow? 


6/ The other is a shadow and we call it a monster. But “other” is only a fiction, a 


point of view. The other is us. One and the same. 


7/ The other is already always there for everything is the context for anything. No 


one wanders alone. There is no alone. Each casts their shadow. 


8/ Your thoughts about the thing are not the thing; your attitude to the situation is 


not the situation. Scatter this life's aims and objects to the wind. 


9/ Reality does not have a language; the Way does not have a preferred expression 


or canonical description. Everything is as it becomes. 


10/ No thing lasts Forever; Nothing lasts Forever. The ultimate truth is change. The 


nature of Being is movement. 


11/ Can you act without being concerned about loss and gain? Can you act knowing 


that nothing abides? The greatest battle is with oneself. 


12/ Things are not happening “to you”. Things are just happening. They will cease 


and then other things will happen. To make your way remain unknown; erase all 


shadows. 
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13/ The hardest thing to grasp is to stop grasping. How can you grasp a shadow or 
capture a reflection? It is best to live in simplicity and humility. The wise do not 
seek fame or notoriety. Therefore, cast no shadow. Mirror facing mirror, nowhere 


else. 


THE MIRROR AND THE SEASHORE 


Thoughts. Mind. Thinking. No-thoughts. No-mind. No-thinking. 


Within Zen Buddhist and Daoist thought worlds there are two metaphors: these 
are those of the mirror and the seashore. They serve similar purposes: to promote 
ideas of non-attachment to thoughts and the refusal to be bound by any thoughts, 
ideas or narratives at all. This is not a vision of the mind which is about the 
attainment or collection of things and so the agglomeration of something 
denominated ‘knowledge’. Indeed, it is one which privileges the refusal to hold 
anything at all within something we might call our mind. The mirror, for example, is 
a reflecting surface. It does not hold what it captures. It simply reflects it back. Ina 
similar way, the seashore is caressed by the sea which may, from time to time, 
deposit items upon it. But the seashore, in this case, is indifferent and 
unconcerned about this and is happy to let that which is left upon it stay 
indefinitely or be just as easily swept away again. The metaphors of mirror and 
seashore encourage non-attachment, being dispassionate and acting without 


action. 
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In his book Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits, towards the end, 


Friedrich Nietzsche has the following aphorism: 


“Life as the yield of life. - No matter how far a man may extend himself with his 
knowledge, no matter how objectively he may come to view himself, in the end it 


can yield to him nothing but his own biography.” 


| see in this thought a mentality compatible with that of the Zen Buddhists and 
Daoists above. For what is it to imagine that a path of life yields nothing but the 
tracings of where it has been, a biography? Is it not to look disapprovingly on the 
notion that one may have collected up things egotistically regarded as ‘knowledge’ 
or ‘truths’ and to count them all as vanity? In this aphorism Nietzsche is agreeing 
with the past, present and future versions of himself that human beings are prey 
to many powerful illusions and that they should regard them all as exactly that and 
treat them accordingly. Here it is noteworthy that Nietzsche, in general, did not so 
much think of thoughts in terms of true or false but in terms of therapeutic 
valuations: he wanted to know if such things promoted health or disease in the 
human being and in human culture generally. Already when Nietzsche had written 
this aphorism in the late 1870s he had written of the human being as that creature 
which is a matter of will and desire where, for such a being, it doesn’t matter much 
what illusion they become attached to so long as it gives them a feeling of power 


and of control. 


Yet it is just such power and control that, it seems to me, the Zen Buddhists and 


the Daoists are looking to give up. They think these things to be some of the 
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“illusions that we have forgotten are illusions” which is what Nietzsche calls those 
things we denominate truth in an essay he wrote earlier in the 1870s. Daoists, for 
example, speak of and value the idea of ‘wu wei’ a great deal. ‘Wu wei’ is best 
translated into English as ‘actionless action’ rather than the often common ‘non- 
action’ since, so | am led to understand, it is not a concept which means doing 
nothing. Instead, the Daoist practitioner is imagined as an active participant in the 
things of life - yet not as someone with micromanaged intentions. This is seen as a 
matter of genuineness or authenticity in a conception of the whole that is the 
existence of all things in which ‘emptiness’ is seen as the source of all possibility. 
From such a point of view desires, will, intentions, attachments, are all barriers to 
possibility and enemies of becoming because they impose upon people mental 
structures which limit their abilities to see, to imagine, to participate and to dream. 
In effect, the Daoist asks why we should put up mental walls or restrict ourselves 
by means of entirely thought-based schemes when nothing about our universe of 
experience itself imposes such things or presents them as inherent to life itselF. 
The situation, whatever the situation is, is not limited to the things we 
immediately, or even reflectively, think about it. There is no equation of thought 
and reality. This is, in turn, to concede, as the theologian and philosopher Jack 


Caputo does, that there is nothing we think that is not an interpretation. 


But if there is nothing we think that is not an interpretation then this surely also 
means that there is nothing that we think that is not partial - in at least two senses. 
First, an interpretation is our’s, and not someone else’s, and, second, because of 
the first reason it is also much, much less than the whole, the whole which would 


be all the possible interpretations. Realising this, we now see, once again, how 
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becoming attached to things or desiring things is actually a restriction of 
possibility. In Fact, it is the imposition of a fiction simply because we become 
attached to it, either because we want to be through desire or will or because we 
are not sufficiently detached From it to see it as simply an interpretation. It would 
be like trying to become like a mirror that wants to possess the image it reflects or 
like a seashore which wants to retain the items the sea spits out onto it. Yet sucha 
seashore, if it did this in reality, would soon become cluttered. Over time, it would 
cease to be the empty expanse next to the sea upon which things might 
occasionally be washed and would, instead, become a dumping ground, a tip, a 
public dustbin. The seashore as dustbin mind would actually impair its own ability 
to be that which it is. In Nietzsche’s terms, we would then be able to diagnose the 
habits of attachment, will, intention and desire as unhealthy and disease-inducing 
habits. So, actually, refusing to hold onto things, taking a detached attitude to the 
action of the sea of life as it sweeps across our minds, turns out to be good for the 
seashore, the seashore that is mind. The thoughts may come and the thoughts may 
go, the actions of a mind that is thinking, but we do not need to accept them or be 
under their tyranny. We are not forced to hold onto them or take them seriously 


anymore. 


There is another saying that comes from these Eastern philosophies and it is the 
Following: “the no-mind thinks no-thoughts about no-things”. It seems, to me at 
least, to be a riddle and yet | imagine that in this brief essay | might have had some 
thoughts which illuminate its meaning. Zen Buddhists and Daoists know well that 
we have minds and we think thoughts. The Buddha himself, in Fact, is said to have 


said that “we are what we think”. (He also said ‘there is nothing to stick to’ which is 
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relevant but a whole other story!) This, indeed, is why | imagine such philosophies 
are so concerned with the activity of the mind in the first place. But, that being the 
case, it suggests that mental hygiene and psychological health are of primary 
importance for these most therapeutic of spiritualities in which peace and 
enlightenment are the highest personal goods and the most valuable possessions. 
This saying, | think, encapsulates the lack of attachment and refusal of imposed 
narratives that | have already spoken about. It encourages actionless action and 
loss of intention and a ‘letting things be’ that is hard For people used to ‘gaining 
knowledge’ or ‘understanding things’ or ‘making things so’ to accept. They only 
ever do these things to use them in accordance with their own intentions and 
desires and attachments in the pursuance of some imagined necessity they call 
“making sense”. This “making sense” is when things are as they require them to be. 
Rarely, however, do they question the narrative, and the values, which have 
motivated them to imagine that this was the purpose of thinking or the mind in the 
first place. We have here, then, in the thoughts and ideas presented in this short 
essay, a completely different way to see the world. But you should not then think 
that this Eastern way is ‘the right way’ where the other, more Western, one was 


not... For then you will only have Fallen into the same trap all over again. 


And that trapis...? 


AN ANARCHIST HANDBOOK CANNOT BE WRITTEN 


There comes a point in writing a book of any length, certainly in my experience, at 


which you begin to wonder if what you have started you will be able to Finish. The 
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idea that you began with back when you were fresh-faced and enthusiastic, an idea 
that seemed simple yet brilliant, worthwhile and even necessary, now seems rather 
more difficult to realise and perhaps not so necessary as it once was. This is to say 
that a book is a process and sometimes in that process you begin to doubt its a 


process worth going through. 


When that book is about anarchy and anarchism, however, as this one is, those 
doubts have perhaps more grounds to be heeded. And so It was that in the last Few 
days, desperately struggling to justify this book to myself any longer, | began to 
think that there shouldn’t be anything such as “an anarchist handbook” anyway. | 
had, | thought to myself, fallen into the trap, as humans always do, of imagining 
there is some code, algorithm, order, set of beliefs or truths, canon, or list of 
propositions which Finally and eternally put everything in its place, set the world to 
rights and solved everything. The philosopher Richard Rorty once talked of this in 
terms of philosophers afflicted with this malady [of which there are many] as 
trying “to escape time and chance”. But you can’t escape time and chance. Time 
and chance is what made you and they are who you are. “Once and for all” is nota 
statement that really applies to anything that exists. In the final analysis, it doesn’t 


even apply to existence itself or its physical manifestation, the universe. 


In writing this book, | had been trying to bring together a collection of things | had 
Found very important in writing the previous volumes of There is Nothing to Stick 
to - and | don’t think that this was a bad motive. Yet | wanted to do that here in 
distilled or concentrated form, as much for myself as For any potential others, so 


that there was a handy [= handbook], bitesize and not too long and rambling 
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version of the prior books in the project that did not require one to wade through 
philosophical arguments which may have put many off before they even started. | 
do not think that this was a bad motivation either. But it does have some problems. 
One is that, in effect, | was trying to create some anarchist canon of references and 
this is definitively misguided. We all have sayings, descriptions, phraseology that 
we like. But, in the end, its all just words and, as | have said myself, being 
influenced by the very same ideas that | hoped to pass on and represent here, 
words are not enough. Words are linguistic tools which help us to do things. But 
they do this in fictive ways. You cannot hold reality in words and the very first 
chapter of the Tao Te Ching, for example, makes this very clear when it says that 
“the way that can be named is not the eternal way”. In short, if you can talk about it 
you can be sure you've fictionalised it. That is something an anarchist, or anybody 
else, actually, should be very wary of doing because it is reality we want to open 
ourselves up to not fictions of our own creation. So even though there may be 
texts, thoughts and ideas which are very powerful, suggestive and influential For 
us, we need to remember what they are. This will contextualise them and help us 
to realise that existence is silence, it does not speak. Reality stands mute and 
offers no opinion. And that’s one very good reason why there couldn’t be an 


anarchist handbook. 


A second reason is related. Just because | think that various Daoist, Cynic, Zen, 
Nietzschean, anarchist, spiritual, philosophical or any other kind of texts are useful 
it does not mean that anyone else should, let alone that they actually might. We 
might say that these references are indicators of my own journey to where | think | 


am today. But there is no necessary reason why they have to mean anything to 
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anybody else. Of course, they may do and some things that become popular 
amongst larger groups of people are so because they speak to the experiences of 
larger groups of people. That doesn’t make them better or more necessary though 
either because there is no standard to measure against. We are all on our own 
incommensurate and unmeasurable journeys and whilst one idea might hold water 
for one person, it might not for another. And that’s OK. That's precisely what 


anarchy and anarchism should be. 


A third reason is slightly different and its to do with education. Recently | saw 
education discussed by a political activist of colour. His concern was that history in 
terms of the culturally dominant form of education, that most often taught in 
state schools, only deals with very selective events, uniformly in ways in which the 
state comes out of it smelling of roses, and never even once addresses state 
Failures or, worse, crimes. History, as taught in this way, then, is very one-sided. In a 
former colonial power, for example, you hear nothing about the cruelty, violence 
and brutality which creates colonies and forms empires. Rather, you hear instead 
about the imagined benefits for the people back home or how the world was 
“civilised” by the colonialising Force if, indeed, it is mentioned at all. What is 
overlooked, then, is that things are the way they are because certain things 
happened to make them that way, that there were winners and losers, and that 


good and bad happened. 


My response to this at the time was mostly to concede the activist’s point. But not 


totally. Sure, if you leave your education to what your schools teach you, receiving 


the culturally dominant narrative only in the process, then you will be highly likely 
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to get a very partial [in two senses] and one-sided view of things. The simple Fact 
that so much has been omitted will be as bad as the Fact that it may have been 
ideologically formulated or presented as well. Perhaps the simplest way education 
shapes people is by omitting options, alternatives or other points of view. 
Education can very easily become something which aims to teach you one narrative 
and if you are any kind of minority its almost certainly not one in your favour. The 
reason, however, that | did not entirely concede the point is that, although all of 
this is certainly right, state education is not the only kind of education available. | 
would argue its not even the primary means of education available. And what is 


that? Its SELF-EDUCATION. 


There is a strong strand of educating yourself, becoming enlightened, knowing 
yourself and so generally disabusing yourself of various cultural narratives right 
through all the sources that | have used in my writings about anarchy and 
anarchism. Anarchists or anti-civilisationists, simply put, don’t leave it to others to 
tell them what’s what. They are people highly motivated to educate themselves, to 
come to their own conclusions and Follow their own paths. They are self-actualised 
individuals. You can see this in Laozi and Zhuangzi, in Jesus [Christ] and Nietzsche 
[Antichrist!], in John Cage and Emma Goldman, in Diogenes, Richard Rorty and 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, all sources | mined for clues as to my anarchist direction in 
the First two parts of There is Nothing to Stick to. In the third volume of the series | 
added in the writer and magician Alan Moore, the Cynics generally considered, 
those behind the Gospel of Thomas, which talks about personally identified 
knowledge based in individual interpretation leading to its own version of 


salvation, and the literary example of the anarchist banker from Fernando Pessoa, 
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hardly examples of people any less self-actualised. Its true that not all of these 
people are adequately or appropriately described as “anarchists or anti- 
civilisationists,” of course, but what is true is that all of them demur in regard to a 
culturally dominant tradition and go their own way. This way, | submit, is an 
anarchist, anti-civilisationist way and its one | would personally want every human 
being to take up. This is because it is my intuition, as well as the result of my 
reading and learning, that people are responsible for themselves - as well as being 


most responsible when they take on such a responsibility. 


But if there’s no canon, if there never could be, if nothing one person thinks or 
believes is necessarily relevant to anyone else [or if all thoughts and beliefs are 
equally illusory], and if people at their best are self-actualised beings who take 
responsibility For the course of their own lives [and maybe for others’ too], then 
where does this leave us in regard to an anarchist handbook? It leaves us better off 
without one! It leaves us better off without one because, should we in Fact have 
one, we will tend to Fetishize it, canonize it, become bewitched by its words which 
will inevitably become interpreted in fixed, static ways, until merely saying the 
words of the book will become regarded as a significant, ritualistic action. This is 
what happens with many religious or political texts, words and phrases when 
controlled by various types of readers. Yet the anarchy and anarchism | have tried 
to speak to in There is Nothing to Stick to, although | have used hundreds of 
thousands of words to create it, is, paradoxically, not about words at all. It is about 
silence and perhaps, at most, words and silence together. IF you have read any of 
these writings, moreso if you've read most of them, you will see that | do not speak 


to an anarchism of knowledge or an anarchy in which “understanding” plays much 
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part. Frankly, it is honestly considered that these are illusions, dreams, fictions. 
They play a role, where they exist, rather than having an actuality. Buddhists speak 
of “enlightenment” and there is a very real sense in which this enlightenment is an 
extinguishing of knowledge and understanding as it is normally conceived in a way 
which creates canonical narratives [so “nirvana”]. Buddhism had credulity for 
linguistic creations millennia before postmodernism appeared. Buddhism, indeed, 
sees the danger in words even as Nietzsche did in his essay of 1873 which | love so 
much, his essay in which truths, which are made of words, are “illusions of which we 
have forgotten they are illusions.” Nietzsche was never more Buddhist than when 
he wrote this and it is worth reading section 53 of my Spiritual and Political 
Anarchy [There is Nothing to Stick to part 3] for a Zen meditation on not “falling 
into the trap of words”. For words are a trap and we humans most usually proceed 


by falling headlong into it. 


None of this is very good From the point of view of the person wanting to create a 
“handbook” - and particularly not a handbook about the kind of anarchy that | want 
to talk about. | can talk about principles, on the one hand, [as | have above in 
regard to gender and sexuality as one example] but they aren’t principles so much 
as beliefs | have come to hold and can Find reasons for. But so what? That’s what 
humans do and people have enunciated any number of hateful and disreputable 
principles throughout human history by exactly the same method. Believing 
something or having a principle or a set of reasons for something is, in this sense, 
simply a rhetorical game. On the other hand, | can quote phrases such as “When 
nothing is done, nothing is left undone” and this is surely a fine anarchist 


sentiment, one entirely in line with the spiritual forbears | have adopted in Daoism 
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and Zen. But why is this? Its because it is judged to be an expression of an idea in 


line with other ideas | already hold, part of the same rhetorical game. 


It is at this point that | have to point out that the anarchy | speak to is not about 
denying that human beings have thoughts, can think, and are intellectual beings. It 
is not wilful stupidity or ignorance. Human beings do have thoughts, they do think 
and they do have intellects. It is not a matter of denying this but it is a matter of 
contextualising it. We need to contextualise these things because our thoughts 
and the workings of our intellects are ours alone. We can say that in individual and 
collective senses. Would it matter if all human beings everywhere came to the 
same conclusion about something? No. Human beings are not the measure of 
anything and their purposes [which always guide their thoughts and intellectual 
processes] are not the purposes of anything else [as an environmental discussion 
would very quickly show!] and neither are they good, right or true purposes or the 
purposes of the universe. Indeed, there’s no reason to think such purposes are 
remotely important except to humans themselves and even that might be a grand 
act of self-deception for how can human beings know if what they are doing is 
good, right or true except by their own artificial, rhetorical processes and 
measurements? The spiritual and philosophical anarchism | have spoken to regards 
this as the creation of self-justificatory narratives responding to a Felt intellectual 
need to have reasons for things. This, in turn, tickles that drive, which could be 
conceived very much like genitalia which require sexual stimulation, which requires 
meaning. We need meaning orgasms and meaning arousal! But the error here is in 
imagining the reasons we come up with [to stimulate ourselves] map or even are 


reality when all they are is ideas, concepts, linguistic formulations, our responding 
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to a need we have. They may be felt of use in human activity but any use they have 
is merely felt and beyond that we cannot say. It is, | believe, about always 
contextualising human intellectuality with the lack of intellectuality From which it 
came and to which it is returning. Anarchy’s order is chaos and not human 
narratives. Our place in this is surely of intellectual interest but intellectual 
interest itself is a Feedback loop of responding to who and what we are, to life. It 


doesn’t make what [or how] we think “reality”. 


And, indeed, why would we think that what we thought was reality just because we 
thought that what we thought matched up to such a thing? Why would we think 
there was a reality in the first place against which to measure things? Reality is 
itself a Fiction whenever we want to set it up as a measure corresponding to our 
desire to measure things against something. It involves setting things in place and 
making them stand fast and that, | propose after many others I've quoted at 
length, is a peculiar need or desire we have developed rather than a necessity in 
itself. We are only making our meaning genitalia tingle For the Feeling it gives us 
and colluding in our own willing self-deception because it feels good. Yet the 
minute we stand back from this [rhetorically speaking!] we Find that this all Falls 
apart, is only something about human beings and has no more authority or 
convincingness than would be needed by a species wanting to exist in a certain 
way. But what does it matter what way we do exist or why? Can a species criticise 
itself? Did a species decide one day how its Form of life would be constructed and 
carried out, what drives it would have and what Felt needs it would seek to satisfy, 


both consciously and unconsciously? OF course not. 
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The human being is a particular thing - but it is a particular thing in a universe of 
particular things, a universe of particular things which, in another sense, are all the 
same thing, be that matter or energy in their diversity. But now we are coming 
back to human talk again and so human ideas, conceptions, narratives, 
understandings. This is not what things are. It is how they are imagined and 
discussed. What things are can only be falsified with words and itself requires no 


words. Yet how would we know what to say about anything anyway? 


Right and wrong, 
Wrong and right. 
Without the illusion of a Fiction 


How would we know who we were or that we were? 


This is the wisdom in which “an anarchist handbook” is a grand mistake, a self- 
deception, a confusion. You cannot lay down any “anarchist precepts” or distill “the 
essential anarchism”. How to do and to be is not contained in words. You can, 
however, do that if you think that humans are the measure, their desires are 
important and that there is a “right way”. You can if you think human anarchism 
creates anarchy. But | don’t think that because | am contextualised by everything 
else that exists and doesn’t exist together in one great whole. | ama tiny part of it 
and it consumes me, birthed me and destroys me in the process of remaking me, 
snuffing out the identity | presumed to give it and whatever other bits of it | 
presumed to imagine. IF that is what! am, a void unto myself, then it is not a matter 
of words and handbooks but of the simple participation of letting go of words and 


handbooks. 
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Life is a label. 

Death is a label. 

But what is a label? 

A Fiction. 

So is there life and death? 

The fiction of “is” persists, but there is no “is” - only that linguistic riddle which 
bewitches us because it is the means to meaning, the itch that must be scratched. 
This is that bad habit which is meaning as stasis, a habit we must get out of if we 
would imitate existence in its changing, moving manner of operation. What, then, 
is meaning in the end except a void, a nothing which is the ever present possibility 
for something? “Wander where there is no path,” counsels the book of Zhuangzi, 
and in this the wisdom is given that its all about practice and nothing not study and 
something. What's more, study is not practice even as something is not nothing. 
“Expect nothing, seek nothing, and grasp nothing,” said the Soto Zen master, 
Dogen, recalling to mind the examples of the mirror and the seashore, those 
symbols of non-attachment, of empty activity as things go about their business. 
But it is to the opening chapter of the Tao Te Ching that we finally return to 


illustrate this point when it states: 


“Free From desire you see the mystery. 


Full of desire you see the manifestations.” 


Anarchy as mystery! Without desire, which must always be desire for something, 


desire for things and so for all the philosophical baggage of things, this is what 
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anarchy is, a spiritual and philosophical entity rather than a political achievement. 
This linguistic Formulation of Laozi’s is all about letting go of something and 
embracing nothing, of the different “sight” that accrues when one does this. It is 
not that one is there and one is not - or that one is right and one is wrong - but that 
how one is affects what you can do and be. It is about practice and not study. It is 


about an existence rather than a body of knowledge. 


An anarchism of anarchy is an existence and a practice. It is a life and how you live. 


Its not a handbook. A handbook is just more 


Perceptions, 
Fictions, 
Illusions, 


Imaginary states. 


HERACLITUS 


Heraclitus was a native of Ephesus, the modern day western Turkish city of Efes, 
and was a pre-Socratic lonian Greek philosopher who lived between roughly 535- 
475 BCE. Even in the centuries BCE amongst other Greek philosophers he was 
known as “The Obscure” and modern day philosophical and scientific thought has 
often not been able to label him any more adequately. Partly, this is because these 
disciplines have wanted to find a shelf they could stick him on when he has 
seemingly not wanted to be so denominated. It is a notable feature of Western 


discourse that the culturally dominant narrative it has built up has then sought 
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[presumed] to denominate everything in relation to its imagined dominance [which 
it bases on the hubristic belief it is “right’.] Heraclitus, however, is first and 
Foremost a man with his own mind and he goes his own way. A self-taught thinker, 
he apparently came from a wealthy family but eschewed this to pursue the lonely 
life of a philosopher, a decision which has led some to see him as a misanthrope or 
an anti-intellectual. As you will see in the Fragments below, which are a number of 
the roughly 125 fragments which are all that remain of his writings, Heraclitus has 
a quite distinct philosophy of movement and change, one that bears comparison 
with the Daoist thinking of Laozi and Zhuangzi. Many Western commentators have 
sought to comment upon the thought of Heraclitus by a means of measurement 
which judged it by subsequent Western thinking but here, without at all 
attempting to give an overview of Heraclitean thought, | will comment on these 
fragments in ways more compatible with the more Eastern thinking already 
evident in the There is Nothing to Stick to project. Those who want to study these 
fragments of Heraclitus in more detail [and more completely] will Find that an 
Internet search easily yields many further resources to do exactly that. | have 
decided not to number the fragments myself but if one consults the standard 
academic works one will find that they are numbered. | start with the first 


Fragment going by the academic numbering system but thereafter wander as | will. 


Some Heraclitus Fragments with Commentary 


“Although this Logos is eternally valid, yet human beings are unable to understand 


it -- not only before hearing it, but even after they have heard it For the first time. 


That is to say, although all things come to pass in accordance with this Logos, 
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human beings seem to be quite without any experience of it - at least if they are 
judged in the light of such words and deeds as | am here setting forth according to 
its nature, and to specify how it behaves. Other human beings, on the contrary, are 


as unaware of what they do when awake as they are when asleep.” 


The first thought that occurs here is to strip out the word “Logos”, a Greek concept 
which can variously be translated as word, meaning, account or pattern, and by 
which Heraclitus means the reason, account, pattern or perhaps even way of the 


universe, and substitute the word Tao. For example, as in Tao Te Ching 1: 


“The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not 
the eternal name. The nameless is the beginning of heaven and earth. The named 
is the mother of the ten thousand things [i.e. everything]. Ever desireless, one can 
see the mystery. Ever desiring, one sees the manifestations. These two spring from 
the same source but differ in name; this appears as darkness. Darkness within 


darkness. The gateway to all mystery.” 


In both cases here, whether Logos or Tao, what we have is a mystery. Human 
beings are unable to grasp either Logos or Tao, it is simply beyond them. These 
things have their own character manifested throughout created things yet their 
reason or principle is both evident yet also indiscernible for such created things as 
ourselves. They are, respectively, the context for us but we are not the context For 
them - as egotistical human thought often imagines. They are the eternal, we the 


conditioned and temporal. 
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Another thing to note in this first Fragment is Heraclitus’ use of the awake/asleep 


dyad. It is one of his Favourites and bears much pondering. 


“We should let ourselves be guided by what is common to all. Yet, although the 
Logos is common to all, most human beings live as if each of them had a private 


intelligence of their own.” 


The first sentence here is more profound than it perhaps first appears and is 
expounded upon in the subsequent sentence. “Private intelligence” is all well and 
good but, in the end, don’t we all live in the same universe of experience? Doesn't 
this mandate a recognition of our common existence? Again Logos compared and 
contrasted with the concept of Tao is instructive for in Taoism everyone is subject 
to the eternal Tao of the universe even as Heraclitus argues For the Logos which is 
common to all [i.e. everything] here. This is a very profound expression of a holism: 
all are one. So it is not that we all have a private intelligence of our own: we are 
part of something greater that we cannot comprehend. This is what gives us 
everything we are, briefly, For a moment, before we must inevitably give it all back. 
In the end this is a Heraclitean expression of Taoist “actionless action” for what 


else is “let[ting] ourselves be guided by what is common to all” [i.e. Tao/Logos]? 


“Let us not make arbitrary conjectures about the greatest matters.” 


The drive or desire to create canonical narratives or indisputable, timeless 


Formulae has been a constant companion of human thinking. We see it equally in 


human religion and in science, as well as many other areas, and we do so because it 
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is a matter of a certain kind of human mentality, one which values being over 
becoming, stasis over movement, the same over different and constancy over 
change. Yet, as will be seen in several of these fragments, Heraclitus was more for 
movement or change than stasis or being. He saw this as nature’s manner of 
operation. And so we need to remember that ideas are deceptive, seductive and 
Fictive. Yet what they are not is reality reconstituted in thought. By turning reality 
into congealed thoughts we do not capture it: we Falsify it. As Heraclitus puts it, we 


make “arbitrary conjectures” and it does not help us to do so. 


“Much learning does not teach understanding, otherwise it would have taught 


Hesiod and Pythagoras, Xenophanes and Hecataeus.” 


Heraclitus had his pet hates and a number of them were highly thought of thinkers 
of the time. Its no different today, of course, as many petty academic squabbles go 
on all the time where one thinker disparages another. The more important aspect 
of this Fragment, however, is the notion that much learning does not automatically 
lead to “understanding”, understanding being a rather fuzzy concept anyway. For, 
ask yourself, what constitutes understanding? The repeating of a culturally 
dominant interpretation of something or the recitation of a popular belief? Surely 
this is not enough? When you get right down to it you need to ask yourself how 
understanding something could be demonstrated in the First place. It is not merely 
a matter of learning the thoughts of certain others, even if they are relatively 
famous. And then you have to consider this statement as an absolute: is 
understanding possible at all or is all understanding little other than mere 


presumption? 
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“It pertains to all human beings to know themselves and to be temperate.” 


“To be temperate is the greatest virtue. Wisdom consists in speaking and acting 


the truth, giving heed to the nature of things.” 


| take these two Fragments together due to their shared context of what they call 
being “temperate”. This is a characteristic of mind and, once more, bears 
comparison with Eastern thinking where “peace of mind” which rises in estimation 
to become “enlightenment” is highly prized. The Greek term behind this is 
“sophrosyne”, a term which denotes “safe mind”, temperance, balance, decorum, 
prudence and self-control. It is that mind which is not beset by passions and desires 
which pull it this way and that and so compares well with Taoist and Zen thoughts 
about the ideal mind which is unperturbed by desire. Understood in this way, we 
might call it balance. Heraclitus calls this kind of mind “the greatest virtue” where 


Greeks thought of virtue as “excellence in being a human being”. 


But look at what is recommended here by Heraclitus in terms of being the best 
human being one can be: knowing yourself [a widespread belief of many minds in 
the ancient world generally], the temperate, balanced mind that is sophrosyne, and 
“speaking and acting the truth, giving heed to the nature of things”. This latter is 
imagined to be “wisdom” and the “giving heed to the nature of things” is Far from 
unimportant in the Heraclitean mindset. Heraclitus, like the leading Taoists | have 
often referred to, highly favours nature in its manner of operation. This is 
perceived of more as an action than as a narrative or set of propositions. In Fact, we 


might say it is action since most often he characterises it as movement and change. 
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Heraclitus is a philosopher of motion and of nature as motion. 


“One should not act or speak as if he were asleep.” 


“The waking have one world in common.” 


These fragments are reiterations of previous thoughts in which a private world of 
sleep and dreams is contrasted with a waking world we hold in common. The idea 
appears to be that this latter world is not, or should not be, merely a matter of our 
own, private imaginations and much less our own personal partisanships. [Here we 
might note that the world is in common but humans have proceeded to partition 
and dissect it artificially.] Note that this is not the first time that Heraclitus puts 
acting on equal par with speaking or thinking. This Focus on acting or doing 


remains constant throughout. 


“Death is what we see when awake, when we are asleep it is dreams.” 


Fragments like this earn Heraclitus his depressive, misanthropic reputation. To me, 
however, this seems nothing other than clear-eyed realism. Waking life, as an 
observed phenomenon, is nothing other than gradual decay which leads to death. 
Being asleep, we dream unconsciously. One only wonders why other 
commentators think we need to be either optimistic or pessimistic about any of 


this. 


“The lord whose oracle is at Delphi neither speaks nor conceals, but gives signs.” 
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The Famous oracle at Delphi was an oracle of Apollo, brother of Athena and son of 
Zeus. Heraclitus has much to say about religions and human rituals concerning such 
things, often of a disparaging nature because he does not see what they achieve 
nor does he recognise their importance. In this case he does not see the oracle as a 
source of authoritative speech nor of holy concealment of truth but as a giver of 
signs, better interpretations. Which is exactly what they do. But what are 


interpretations? Puzzles? Metaphors? Clues? 


“Unless you expect the unexpected you will never find truth, For it is hard to 


discover and hard to attain.” 


Heraclitus’ point here is that there is no reason to expect that truth is what is to be 


expected. Heraclitus considers truth something hard to realise. So this Fragment is 


against truth as easy or conventional, as transparent or obvious. 


“They do not step into the same rivers. It is other and still other waters that are 


Flowing.” 


“You cannot step twice into the same river, for other waters and yet others go ever 


Flowing on. They go forward and back again.” 


“Into the same rivers we step and do not step. We exist and we do not exist.” 


These are the fragments for which Heraclitus is perhaps most famous, his 


observations about rivers, their movement and their changing nature. But these 
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fragments are not saying the same thing or addressing the same point. The first 
Fragment is to point out that the river is not a static thing. It is change and it is 
movement. That is its nature. It is not, is never, the same river in its make up. It is 
always other water which takes the place of yet other water. A river is something 
which Flows. The second fragment emphasises this again but adds that the waters 
go forward and back again. This hints at the circular process by which rains produce 
rivers which in turn produce seas from whence comes rain, etc. Once more, 
movement and change, this time more expressly as process, is made explicit. With 
the third fragment the emphasis is changed, however. This time the Focus is on the 
person doing the stepping for, says Heraclitus, they are not, are never, the same 
either! When he says that “we exist and we do not exist” he is questioning the 
notion of a fixed self, something Taoism and Zen Buddhism state openly is a 
Fiction. Heraclitus in his third Fragment, sees the sense in this idea, questioning the 
idea of self in the process. Across all three fragments, however, change, Flow and 


movement are emphasised. This is nature’s way. 


“Cool things become warm, the warm grows cool, the moist dries, the parched 


becomes moist.” 


Mainstream science has laws for observations like this. Heraclitus is keen to note 


the movement involved. Stasis is most unnatural because things change. 


“It is in changing that things find repose.” 
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Here Heraclitus boldly states this thesis. Things stay the same only in that they are 


constantly changing. It is a stasis of change, a philosophy of motion. 


“Time is a child moving counters in a game; the royal power is a child's.” 


Heraclitus here furnishes us with a metaphor, the young child randomly moving 
counters in a game, not understanding why or even understanding the game. It is 
just random movement of pieces. Heraclitus Feels that this random motion is the 
“royal power” that exists in time. Randomization is that which rules over all and 
this comes to be, once again, a profound interpretation not at all far removed from 


the notion of Tao elsewhere. 


“It should be understood that war is the common condition, that strife is justice, 


and that all things come to pass through the compulsion of strife.” 


“Homer was wrong in saying, ‘Would that strife might perish from amongst gods 


and human beings’. For if that were to occur, then all things would cease to exist.” 


The two fragments above utter sentiments that we might not want to hear. 
Heraclitus is arguing, much as Nietzsche would later do, for the necessity of strife 
For the Furtherance of things, For strife and antagonism as the essential motors of 
change. Heraclitus is not then saying we must find people to Fight with For, as you 
can see, he argues that strife is “the common condition” - something which means 
he regards it as naturally and continually occurring. Hence, to wish for some 


peaceful utopia where there is never any strife is doubly blind For no such place 
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exists and, if it did, it would rob us of exactly that which constitutes human 
continuance. Compare Nietzsche’s “That which does not kill us makes us stronger” 
which comes from a similar place. Nietzsche, of course, also argued that life, which 
is will to power, seeks things to overcome which themselves then give a feeling of 
strength. Either way, and from slightly different places, both see strife and 
antagonism as necessary things for life to exist. Since they are part of nature’s 
Furniture anyway, neither seem at all morally perturbed by this either. One might 
as well be morally perturbed by getting wet in a rain storm or getting burnt by the 


sun. 


“There is exchange of all things for fire and of Fire For all things, as there is of 


wares for gold and of gold For wares.” 


Some insist that Heraclitus thinks all things are literally made of Fire but | am not 
one of these. Fire we may see as his metaphorical [and quite understandable] way 
of referring to energy. This latter way has the benefit of making more sense 
[although we should beware of making sense, something which is making a human 
narrative out of our thinking!] and of making him consistent with his insistence that 
there is a Logos behind all things. Now he is talking about what moderns would 
refer to as a law of conservation of energy, the belief that energy can neither be 
created nor destroyed but is constant, if with the ability to transform from one 
kind of energy to another. In his own terms, Heraclitus is explaining his physical 


understanding of the change and movement he sees everywhere. 
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“This universe, which is the same for all, has not been made by any god or human 
being, but it always has been, is, and will be an ever-living Fire, kindling itself by 


regular measures and going out by regular measures.” 


In this fragment Heraclitus postulates that there never was a beginning - for the 
universe has simply always existed. It raises in moderns, who imagine a “Big Bang” 
as the essential, physical beginning, the question: what was before the beginning? 
But this is not a question Heraclitus needs to answer for he does not conceive it 
was ever made and he thinks the energy it contains was always there, although not 
necessarily in the same Form. He thinks of it as Fire which bursts out here one day 
and cools to embers the next - but always with the potential to burst out again one 
day should the circumstances arise. Its worth noting here that “beginning” and 
“end” are human words: the universe is under no obligation to exist in accordance 
with such things or under the limitations of such processes. Indeed, one wonders 
why we puny creatures should imagine to understand something so eternal at all. 
One can understand why Heraclitus can see it as something which simply rolls on, 


as it always has done, and which always will do. 


“The fairest universe is but a heap of rubbish piled up at random.” 


| enjoy this Fragment as a rebuff to all those cultured denizens of modern society 
who are accustomed to looking at natural phenomena and cooing sycophantically 
as if such things were special or unsullied by those things in life which they dislike, 
things which are usually human opinions or actions. The problem is that all these 


people, usually so refined in their own eyes, are essentially cooing at garbage, a 
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random collection of natural phenomena which have just, at random and without 
purpose or intention, come to be the way they are. This is not art or beauty 
anymore than the random clutter in Tracey Emin’s bedroom was art or beauty. This 
is the “when nothing is done nothing is left undone” of Taoism looked at From a 
pre-Socratic Greek mind. That we often call this beautiful is enigmatic and probably 
something to do with its innocence in that we cannot pin its existence on anyone 
like we can with something someone created. And yet... is not everything 
essentially the result of random concatenations of events, of cosmic rubbish piled 
up and existing as it can? Beauty, then, comes to be about more than a naive 
appreciation of how something looks. It is another human discourse involving what 
can look beautiful and our reasons for thinking something beautiful at all. In 
Heraclitus’ Fragment something can be both “rubbish” and “the fairest” and, most 


notable of all, occurring at random. It was not created. 


“Every beast is driven to pasture by a blow.” 


Here is a simple statement of a general rule: outside Forces constantly shape us, 


pushing us one way or another as things to which we must react. No standing still. 


“Itis hard to fight against impulsive desire. Whatever it wants it will buy at the cost 


of the soul.” 


Here is a comment on that most contradictory and inexplicable of creatures, the 


human being. In this Fragment is there a nod in acknowledgement that these 


creatures will sell themselves out in a heartbeat to the overpowering impulse they 
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cannot control, consequences be damned? Is Heraclitus suggesting such things 
should be Fought against? In this Fragment | cannot help but see human beings as 
creatures that are doomed to be reckless and certainly Far from the “rational” and 


reasonable creatures some imagine them to be. 


“It would not be better if things happened to human beings just as they wish.” 


Heraclitus the Taoist is back in this fragment with his comment that, human 
intentions being prosecutable, things would not be any better. In Fact, one can 
easily imagine they would be worse. It is a blessing that human beings are so 
limited in the things they can achieve. Everything we actually need to live is already 
provided to us by the actionless action of the universe. This, in fact, is why we exist 
at all - and quite at random! Even Jesus of Nazareth, in one of his speeches, noted 
that nature provides food and clothing For all things so these are not things that 
we should worry about. Cynics thought the same. Instead, the danger here is in 
getting what you wish for, bearing in mind the previous fragment in which 
impulsive, desirous human beings are ready to sell their souls. Look around to see 
it repeated again and again. It reminds me of something John Cage often wrote in 
his books... “you will only make things worse.” This is a key point and one which 
separates political anarchists from my kind of spiritual, philosophical anarchist: the 
former wants to get what they want and thinks they know best; the latter wants to 
extinguish wants and live simply. The warning is clear: do not think that you know 
better. Why do you think that you know at all? There is also something of a mystery 
here too that is rolled up with the human enjoyment of things that happen at 


random or by accident and which they do not control, the so-called “happy 


1092 


accident”. In it, we sense that being in control is not all its often cracked up to be. 


“A Foolish person is a-Flutter at every word.” 


| see in this Fragment the notion that people in general are far too bewitched by 
words, things which sometimes have a magical or triggering effect upon us. 
Perhaps this is due to my immersion in the contemporary inventions of social 
media and rolling news where sensation after sensation and outrage after outrage 
must be generated to get their 2 minutes as the focus of people’s attention. Also 
on social media | notice people who seem to surf this continually generated 
content all day, having opinions about all of it. This is the ultimate in dumbing 
down in which mere comment or unreflective opinion is now enough in order to be 
heard. Often today we see written news stories which are little more than 
concatenations of tweets. This is how partisanships and nefarious rhetoricisms are 
created and fostered. Of course, its all trash and almost entirely worthless. Less 
than three decades ago none of this happened. Although many now would justify it 
as essential [with a mixture of disreputable motives for saying so], it isn’t at all. | 
would even argue we were much better off without it. What Heraclitus is getting 
at, of course, is the need for discretion. Not every word is worthy of attention and, 
as we generate more and more of them, less and less is due any attention at all. IF 
we remember back a couple of pages to the word sophrosyne, a balanced, 
temperate mind, we will see how that character of mind contrasts with this one. 
We should not be paying the constant output of the world attention. It is not wise. 
We should have due discretion and learn what to value and what to ignore. This is 


how we achieve a temperate balanced mind. It is not by following the trail of 
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outrage and 24 hour comment. 


“He said: Bigotry is the sacred disease, and self-conceit tells lies.” 


Bigotry and self-conceit are often evident in the constant words human beings 
produce and publish. But they are not positive attributes according to Heraclitus. 
Diseases, of course, are organic and treatable as such which suggests that bigotry 
is not something unavoidable but that it can be dealt with as any other disease, 
with the appropriate treatment or even by cutting it out. Here the second part of 
the sentence is instructive when Heraclitus notes that paying too much attention 
to your own conceits “tells lies”. And this is true. IF you Follow your own thinking 
too much, raise it to some unquestioned level above the common Fray of the world 
and put it on a pedestal, it will only end up lying to you and misleading you. Truth is 
never the unique possession of one mind but is always encouraged and fostered by 
the interactions of others. Relationship and interaction with others are therefore 
key elements in treating both bigotry and self-conceit. Something is not made 
sacred simply because you think it. You should also pay heed to your own mistakes 


and Fallibilities. 


“Most people do not take heed of the things they find, nor do they grasp them 


even when they have learned about them, although they think they do.” 


Heraclitus repeats this thought a couple of times but, on this occasion, adds the 


part about people thinking they understand things they don’t understand. Yet this 


is a conundrum: how does one know when or if one understands? It begs the 
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question of how much of human knowledge, so-called, is presumption or the acting 
out of having knowledge that is not, in Fact, possessed. Many of my sources in this 
project are those who would criticise the convention of knowledge or of 
possessing understanding. Yet here Heraclitus is arguing that the mass of people 
are not even paying attention to this. There is reason, then, to ask what we really 
know or understand at all as well as asking after the role and purpose of such 
things. In other sources | have used it has been made plain that pragmatic or 
utilitarian purposes do not equate to positive epistemological gains - or, in Fact, 
the need For epistemology in the First place. Paying attention, however, and adding 
into our practice the results of what we find, would certainly be a part of a 


pragmatic practice of living, one that Heraclitus wants to promote. 


“IF all existing things were smoke, it is by smell that we would distinguish them.” 


Seems pretty obvious, no? IF you were a dog it certainly would with their much 
more sensitive noses which do the majority of their sensing of their environment 
as the eyes do for the vast majority of human sensing. The point? Sensing is highly 
relative and there is little reason to imagine that sensing in one way even begins to 
approach the totality of either sensing as an activity or sensing what is there in 
total. In truth, there could be many things that exist we simply can’t sense at all. 
You can’t sense a smell by looking at it and you can’t hear something you only 
sense by seeing. Even seeing is subject to how you see for there are many different 
Forms of electromagnetic radiation and visible light [as only human beings call it] is 
just one of them. Using infra-red light things become visible that couldn’t be seen 


before, for example, and our hearing, another of our senses, only takes place in the 
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context of a certain audio range our human ears can detect. All this puts a big fat 
relativistic question mark against the senses as organs which inform us about the 
universe and points to our innate Fallibility, a Fallibility which should teach humility. 
Our particular senses are fitted to our form of life; they are not universally capable 


characteristics Fitted to give us total knowledge of our surroundings. 


“Corpses are more fit to be thrown out than dung.” 


In this Fragment Heraclitus comments upon the uselessness of the dead human 
body, a thing many often honour and imbue with identity whether it be alive or 
dead. This is very strange and certainly a choice. Looked at in various other ways it 
is, variously, biological matter, potential energy, or the Former host of a person's 
spirit. None of these ways is a forced view and each has its pros and cons. It is 
interesting here that Heraclitus comes From the angle of usefulness. Dung has uses 
such as keeping a fire going. Compared to this, Heraclitus sees the human body, 
once it is lifeless, as less useful. One imagines he was no Fan of the obsequious 
rituals it undergoes in many places much like those people who, from time to time, 
stipulate that their body should be eaten by their pets or thrown in the trash. Just 


why do we think a lifeless corpse is anything more than dead meat anyway? 


“Human nature has no real understanding, only the divine nature has it.” 


Heraclitus has previously made a few comments which led us to question the 


reality of a human being’s understanding. Now he openly questions it and even 


denies the human being has it. But he does not say that gods have it since by 
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“divine nature” he likely means something more like the Logos he has previously 
mentioned, something not sullied with humanity. In a similar way, Taoism can talk 
of the “divine” yet without talking about imagined deified personalities. Here 
divine is almost imagined as the antithesis of human but as existing nonetheless. 
We can even just about see “divine” as an adjective and modifier of nature where 
nature is the thing imagined as divine. And this is not the least useful 
interpretation either although in the Greek it is just one word - theion, the divine - 
which is used. One thing | would take From this, then, is that the human can and 
perhaps even should be contrasted with the non-human, something which is Far 


greater than the human. 


“Humanity is not rational, there is intelligence only in what encompasses human 


beings.” 


And this next fragment carries on that thought from before perfectly and as 
something to Further bruise the oversensitive ego of the human being. Heraclitus 
denies the human being’s innate rationality [as several others in my project have 
done] and, instead, sees the intelligence [think Logos] in what surrounds humanity, 
something he sees as “encompassing” said humanity. This is almost a straight up 
reversal from how some others would see things, fixated, as they are, with the 
human being’s rationality and so ability to give a human invented order to things. 
As Heraclitus imagines things, however, they do not need this order as they already 
have rationality or intelligence all their own [and so not a human one]. This once 
more brings Heraclitus tolerably into touch with a Taoist mentality in which the 


Tao is the ineffable order of things. Once more, | am minded to say that the whole 
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is the context For us; we are not the context for it. There is reason to doubt that 
what we call rationality is rationality at all, something Nietzsche, as but one very 
pertinent example, will expound upon further. It may be that much of the human 


imagination about, and constitution of, human beings is Faulty and flawed. 


“What is divine escapes people's notice because of their incredulity.” 


In the context of the previous two fragments, this fragment is interesting. 
Heraclitus gives a reason for why “the divine” escapes us: our “incredulity”. Could 
this be our reluctance to believe things beyond our experience or which we are not 
habituated too? The thought “that can’t be possible because |’ve never 
seen/heard/experienced it before” is itself hardly uncommon and is exactly where 
phrases like “seeing is believing” come from. Yet, in one sense, this mentality is 
hopelessly egotistical. What kind of person would one have to be to imagine that 
only those things which one has personal knowledge or experience of can happen 
or be real? Add into this equation the observations, already made by Heraclitus, 
which point to the most severe relativity of our senses. Here the point is it would 
be hopelessly over optimistic to imagine we could have experience of everything 
let alone to know it as a totality. It is because our knowledge is so miniscule, our 
understanding so small, our experience so limited, that incredulity even arises in 
the first place. It is an inability to see beyond ourselves as that being which always, 
Foolishly, wants to make itself the measure. But we aren’t the measure and never 
could be! Our incredulity is a limitation and a boundary to our developing beyond 
ourselves and to our acceptance of that which makes no sense to us - which surely 


much that exists must. 


1098 


“Although intimately connected with the Logos which orders the whole world, 
human beings keep setting themselves against it, and the things which they 


encounter every day seem quite foreign to them.” 


Perhaps this is the problem then, carrying on in a Heraclitean frame of mind? We, 
of course, are part of the Logos [or the Tao if we are Taoist about it] for they are in 
and around everything. It is, in one rendering of “Logos”, the pattern of all things. 
But do we see this pattern or do we impose our own, self-serving patterns upon 
things instead? IF we do that we cannot but set ourselves against the natural order 
of things and, if we look around, we can probably quite easily see multiple 
examples where people actually do do that. Now we can remember, once more, 
the Heraclitean assertion that things would not be better if people got what they 
wanted. What people want is not the way of the Logos or of the Tao, these two 
ideas more fully considered. The only moral we can get from this is to humbly leave 
things alone because, more often than not, we only make things worse. We make 
things worse because we set up our intentions and purposes against the way 
things, left to themselves, would go quite naturally. It is all quite sad and tragicina 
way; we had everything we needed but then beset ourselves with wants and 


created a world ever more strange and Foreign, one at odds with the whole itself. 


“As in the nighttime a person kindles a light, so when a person lies down in death 
with their vision extinguished, they attach themselves to the state of death; even 
as one who has been awake lies down with their vision extinguished and attaches 


themselves to the state of sleep.” 
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“Immortals become mortals, mortals become immortals; they live in each other's 


death and die in each other's life.” 


What | take from these Heraclitean fragments is that death is not the end but 
neither is identity necessarily what life and death is all about. Thought of as energy 
all things, including us, go on endless journeys of transformation over lengths of 
time we cannot imagine. Here the mortal comes from the immortal and returns 
back to it. The same energies may well then constitute innumerable identifications 
as we humans think of it in a universe of constant, chaotic regeneration. All this is 
to say that we are not ourselves, we are only borrowing the energy that 
constitutes us. We are not it and it is not us - For there is, in a very real sense, no us. 
It is then like being awake or asleep. We can be both but neither one is more us 
than the other one. They are just states energy passes through along with the 
imagined interpretation of these states, states which are themselves 
interpretations. And so we come to that mentality which sees no difference 
between life and death because they are merely an artificial distinction. The 


greater truth here is that all is one. 


“There await human beings after death such things as they neither expect nor have 


any conception of.” 


And, considering many only honour what they have experience of, as already 
noted, why would they? This is yet another reminder that this existence we 
experience is not all there is and neither is our experience the standard to measure 


it by [were it even capable of being measured]. It is, instead, just a narrow 
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letterbox through which we see an imprecise, decontextualised and partial view. 


“A person's character is their guardian divinity.” 


The idea behind this Fragment is that of the personal psychic shadow, a psychic 
mirror image, if you will, of the human being. Heraclitus argues that is a person's 
character and that it is this which guards them. It is a person’s character which 
stands as their defence against outside forces. This, of course, makes said 
character quite important from the perspective of an individual's relationship to 
the rest of the world and suggests that it matters in respect of an authentic 


relationship of one to the other. It is, then, something to pay attention to. 


“Fire in its progress will catch all things by surprise and judge them.” 


This is to say that energy, here symbolised by fire, will eventually have its say For it 
is the ultimate judge. There is no escaping physical consequences and they are not 


something the often vaunted “human ingenuity” could order or avoid. 


“Thinking is common to all.” 


Although some make more use of it than others, as even Heraclitus has already 
said. But look at this from a Zen perspective in which enlightenment, or “Buddha 
Nature”, is available to all and everything you need you already have - if only you 
realised it. Here this thinking is not a matter of some special skill or learned ability. 


It is not the privilege of the Few but the characteristic of the many. Heraclitus here 
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offers a vision of an interconnected, natural world where our natural endowments 
are entirely enough if only we didn’t dilute and overcomplicate them with entirely 
artificial imaginings. The Zen Buddhist is encouraged to let go and the sentiment 
here is similar. You don’t need to possess something extra but to liberate what is 


already there. 


“Men should speak with rational mind and thereby hold strongly to that which is 
shared in common ---- as a city holds on to its law, and even more strongly. For even 
more strongly all human laws are nourished by the one divine law, which prevails as 


far as it wishes, suffices For all things, and yet somehow stands above them.” 


“Law involves obeying the counsel of one.” 


Heraclitus conceives of the rational as that which is shared in common here, 
suggesting interaction and intersubjectivity at the very least. In these Fragments 
he has not been overly fond of the private or personal as much as suspicious of it. 
Here it is the common or “the one” which is to be followed and this is not some 
imagined leader but the Heraclitean one which is the Logos or the universal 
pattern of rationality or intelligence. Once more, a Taoist sense can be given to 
this in that the Taoist would be encouraged to Follow the Tao which can be taken 
to mean the [common] way of all things. This, as in the Heraclitus fragment here, 
“suffices for all things, and yet somehow stands above them”. Interesting here too 
is the idea that human laws should come from this divine law, a mirroring of nature 
in its manner of operation. Indeed, Heraclitus seems to say this is unavoidable as 


one might imagine From a person who has already said we are “encompassed” by a 
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much greater intelligence. 


“Dogs bark at a person whom they do not know.” 


And, in like manner, people bark at things, or sometimes even people, they don’t 
know, recognise or understand. Ignorance does not make such people humble or 
attentive but often more egotistical or arrogant as in when people who live where 
there are Few immigrants vote For those candidates who are against immigration 
or when people are against ideas they do not understand because they seem 


Foreign. The first reaction is often a disdainful aggressiveness. 


“What sort of mind or intelligence have they? They believe popular folk-tales and 
Follow the crowd as their teachers, ignoring the adage that the many are bad, the 


good are Few.” 


IF intelligence were common, everybody would have it. As it is, it is relatively 
uncommon, as a perusal of any social media shows quite easily. This extends 
naturally into the moral sphere as well and today its quite normal to find things 
intended to deceive or steer those who would believe “folk tales and Follow the 
crowd” into indulging their worst traits. Yesterday, for example, there was a story 
of a refugee being killed, a story with multiple reliable sources. Some Flat out 
denied it. Others made excuses for it. Yet others wanted all such refugees 
harassed and intimidated, their boats sunk. It struck me that a lot of ugly hatred 
and vitriol was being expressed towards people none of those expressing it knew. 


These people are neither intelligent nor are they good. They are easily led, 
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uncritical, and ready to believe the worst about people they don’t know and will 
never meet on the day so of bad actors with selfish intentions. They are people 
without discretion and devoid of sophrosyne. And, as Heraclitus makes clear, the 
problem is that most people are like that. Reading stories such as that one 


yesterday, its very easy to believe it. 


“Hesiod distinguishes good days and evil days, not knowing that every day is like 


every other.” 


This could be a Cynic saying in its naysaying against civilised convention with its 
disavowal of some days being good and others bad. But here the motivation is 
probably different when we recall Heraclitus’ interest in things being one. For him 
day and night were not things that were objectively and irrefutably different but 
part of one process - which they are in that they are the mere effect of a planet 
spinning on its axis. From this perspective, distinguishing between one day and 


another is beside the point since they are the result of a single phenomenon. 


“May you have plenty of wealth, you men of Ephesus, in order that you may be 


punished for your evil ways.” 


When | first read through the Fragments of Heraclitus and came upon this one | 
chuckled. Heraclitus himself, so it is said, came from a wealthy Family but he gave it 
up in order to lead the life of a philosopher. We can see in some of the other 
fragments what that means here: not going with the crowd, being of independent 


mind, praising the good and virtuous over the popular. And what, we might ask, is 
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more popular than wealth? Even those who don't have it praise it in the hope some 
of it might Find its way to them or they might one day achieve it. Heraclitus takes a 
different view, however. He thinks of wealth as a punishment! It is not too difficult 
to think why this might be so, especially in the much less technological times of the 
pre-Socratic era when protecting said wealth was much more difficult. IF you have 


more, you have more to lose. 


“Opposition brings concord. Out of discord comes the fairest harmony.” 


Not everyone will agree with this sentiment and it is not uniformly the case in 
experience. But how does Heraclitus mean it? We know that one of his primary 
insights is that all things are one, continuous processes and flow rather than 
objective opposites. Looked at from this perspective, we may say that it is From 
difference that a harmony can be created [harmony being exactly the 
conglomeration of differing pitches] and it is From what seems opposed [i.e. day 
and night] that a concordant unity is created [the turning of the planet]. Heraclitus’ 
point may then be that from apparent difference and opposition, a higher level of 
interpretation makes harmonious processes, opposition that becomes concord. 
One can immediately think of the philosophy of Tao, with its ying yang symbol, as 
exactly mirroring this very idea as the entirety of its philosophical core. What may 
appear at one level discordant and opposed, it at a higher one concordant and 
harmonious. Is this, in fact, not how our universe appears to be? Heraclitus and 


Taoism would certainly think so. 
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“It is by disease that health is pleasant, by evil that good is pleasant, by hunger 


satiety, by weariness rest.” 


This Fragment follows on from the previous point in a way. In essence, it tells us 
that things are relative. Its like night only being night by comparison with the day. 
Nothing exists by itself but only in the context of a larger whole. Relativity and 


relationship are key. 


“Sea water is at once very pure and very foul: it is drinkable and healthful for 


Fishes, but undrinkable and deadly For men.” 


“Donkeys would prefer hay to gold.” 


“Pigs wash in mud, and domestic Fowl in dust or ashes.” 


Here are three fragments which say similar things: to each their own. One man’s 
meat is another man’s poison. Things are not always the same from case to case 
and nor do they need to be. We should not expect them to be. Things develop in 
differing ways and this is the way of all things. What one Finds valuable, another 
may not and each have their reasons, each are moulded and formed by their own 
Unique circumstances. Pigs wash in mud so that a layer of the mud dissuades 
insects From biting them. Fowl try to smother the same insects in dust. Each have 


their ways. 


1106 


“To God all things are beautiful, good, and right. Human beings, on the other hand, 


deem some things right and others wrong.” 


First of all, let us not take the word “God” too seriously. We could say “nature,” 
“the divine,” or something else just as well. This is not the point of the fragment. 
The point is instead the comparison between that which does not judge and that 
which does, i.e. human beings. The point of that comparison, in the context of 
Heraclitus’ holism, seems to be that human beings have no basis to judge or even 
that it is wrong to judge things in such a way in themselves. Under a Cynic 
interpretation it would be argued that human judgments are nothing but arbitrary 
conventions plucked out of the air in a great many cases. If we read Nietzsche we 
find many of the morals of human beings, and the apparent bases of their moral 
thinking, deconstructed and undermined entirely. It was for these and other 
reasons that an earlier volume in this series was titled The Fiction of Morality - For 
morality is, indeed, a Fiction. The universe has no opinion on the beautiful or the 
good. It has no standard or measuring scale for these things nor sees the need for 
them. It allows both the very good and the horrifically bad [as humans judge it] to 
happen within existence with equal lack of concern. This then stands as context For 
all the arbitrary judgments of tiny, insignificant human beings, albeit that many will 
then label such thinking “immoral” as later Christian apologists did Heraclitus. An 
irony here is that even Jesus in the New Testament makes the point that God 
sends the warming sun and the refreshing rain on both good and bad alike, 
showing that even this differentiation is not as absolute as some would like. And 
then there is the parable of the feast, to which “both good and bad” are invited! In 


short, we need to do some hard thinking about right and wrong and why they exist 
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at all in the context of a universe in which there are no such things. Once more, the 


whole is the context for us; we are not the context for it. 


“The way up and the way down are one and the same.” 


“In the circumference of the circle the beginning and the end are common. “ 


Again the interest in things which seem opposed but, in Fact, are not except in 
artificially imposed schemes of human thought. In both cases here two are in fact 
one and differentiation is merely rhetorically so. In the second case, a circle is 
indeed one and has no end or beginning. [A circle is also a Zen symbol.] But the 
same can be true of the up and the down if we see them as simple points of view 
about the same thing. Relativity and relationship decide. Here we learn that such 
things and their rhetoric shape our experience of the world but without ever being 


more than that. A world of sometimes useful Fictions but Fictions nevertheless. 


“Joints are at once a unitary whole and not a unitary whole. To be in agreement is 
to differ, the concordant is the discordant. From many things comes oneness, and 


out of oneness come the many things.” 


In this Fragment Heraclitus states his general belief of the relationship of the parts 
to the whole. What actually is concordance and discordance anyway? Who decides 
what goes with what and what is harmony and what disharmony? Aren't these 
actually all artificial judgments? Heraclitus’ overarching judgment is that 


everything is related to everything else and only gets any sense from that Fact. 
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One might think, for example, of the human body which is not merely a matter of 


bits put together but of a whole which functions as a unity. Thus: 


“It is one and the same thing to be living and dead, awake or asleep, young or old. 
The former aspect in each case becomes the latter, and the latter becomes the 


Former, by sudden unexpected reversal.” 


Everything is related to everything else in the unending Flow of a greater process. 


“The hidden harmony is better than the obvious.” 


The “is better than” grates on me in this Fragment for how are we to judge 
“better”? Much more attractive is the notion of the “hidden harmony”, that which is 
not immediate and obvious. One can think here productively with reference to 
music such as that of John Cage which is a lifetime example of “hidden harmony”. 
Cage, in fact, once said that disharmony is only harmony that you are not yet used 
to, suggesting both that “harmony” is merely conventional and that harmony as a 
matter of reality is non-existent. Here is only ever polyphony and it is artificial to 
designate one kind harmony and another not. Any pluriformity of things is as 


harmonious or disharmonious as any other, artificial aesthetic judgments set aside. 


“People do not understand how that which is at variance with itself agrees with 


itself. There is a harmony in the bending back, as in the cases of the bow and the 


lyre.” 
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Heraclitus is not the only one inspired by the movement of strings as | seem to 
recall something similar in the Zhuangzi. Putting things under stress or tension, 
bending them back, are not things which are simply bad in themselves but, 
contextualised by their movement and consequences, can be part of greater 
wholes which may be judged differently. Judging things in isolation, then, is never 


the whole story. 


“Listening not to me but to the Logos, it is wise to acknowledge that all things are 


nu 


one. 


Heraclitus does not want you to simply believe as he does in this fragment, 
something some people regularly seem to want you to do. He simply asks you to 
appreciate the Logos, the account or pattern of all things, and draw your 
conclusions from that. From this, he thinks, we will gather that all things are one or 


that, at the very least, this is the wise course of action. 


“Wisdom is one ---- to know the intelligence which steers all things through all 


things.” 


This Fragment is a reiteration of two points: all is one and the metaphor of inter- 


relation which is “all things through all things”. 


“The sun will not overstep his measures; if he were to do so, the Erinnyes, fiends of 


Justice, would seek him out for punishment.” 
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This might be read as a warning against all forms of artificial meddling such as 
human beings increasingly attempt to prosecute. Things have their natural 
courses, according to Heraclitus. Should things overstep these bounds, by 
whatever means, then spirits of vengeance, friends of natural justice, will be 
unleashed which punish the unnatural deed. This fragment then reads as a plea to 
let things run their natural course and run, as they will, within their natural bounds. 
Nothing good can come from perverting them for all such actions result in some 


kind of naturally ordered revenge. Are we listening? 


“Even sleepers are workers and collaborators in what goes on in the universe.” 

“What?” you are thinking. But all is one, remember? Whether a passive or active, 
knowing or unknowing participant, we are still participants. Awareness, 
understanding, knowledge, truth, these are not necessary possessions for 
participation. What’s more, “when nothing is done, nothing is left undone” as 
Eastern philosophers of certain persuasions might say. You're part of the whole 
whether you do something or nothing and the universe just goes on its way 


anyway with you an inevitable part of it. 


LIEZI 


The Liezi is the third in what is imagined retrospectively to be a trilogy of the more 
famous classical Daoist works together with the Laozi [Tao Te Ching] and the 
Zhuangzi. As in those other two cases, Liezi is also imagined to be the person 
inspiring the text. Not much is known about this figure, imagined to come from 


around 5th century BCE China, and the text itself apparently took centuries to 
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achieve its current form much as is the case with the other two books. In each case 
we have what would later become regarded as Daoist verities which stem From the 
imagined inspiration of an original Figure. Such text may contain philosophy 
original to these characters but this does not exclude much that was added in that 
Figure’s name as well. It is notable here that there is some overlap between the 
Zhuangzi, the Laozi and the Liezi indicating common traditions and shared 
interests. There are Fewer translations of the Liezi in English than its more famous 
textual companions, however, and in what follows | intend to quote excerpts of 
text From the Liezi as translated by A.C. Graham, Professor Emeritus of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies in London, who is one Western scholar who did 
much work elucidating and translating this text for a Western audience. Amongst 
other points Graham raised were its likely dependent nature on other texts, 
sections seemingly written in another hand and possible Buddhist influence 
[Buddhism and Daoism are far From the same thing], all things which speak in 
favour of a compilation many centuries after its putative inspiration had lived. The 
book itself, as currently arranged, is split into 8 chapters, most named after famous 
figures of Chinese history, but this is not important for my purposes here and | will 
make my annotated quotations only with as much explanation as | Find necessary 
to make my own points [so this is not to be regarded as an overall interpretation of 
the Liezi]. These points | intend to make consciously after my previous discussion 
of the fragments of Heraclitus and they should also be borne in mind by readers as 


they read. 


“How well the men of old understood death! The good find rest in it, the wicked 


submit to it. Dying is the virtue in us going to its destination. The men of old called 
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a dead man a man who has gone back. Saying that the dead have gone back they 
implied that the living are travellers. The traveller who Forgets to go back is a man 


who mistakes his home.” 


This, | would venture to suggest, is not the view most people have of their lives 
under more modern philosophies of possession and acquisition, of ownership and 
property. People think they own themselves but the Liezi doesn’t. Here the living 
are travellers who came from being dead and, in dying, go back to it again, life then 
only a very temporary phase in the existence of something else. And isn’t all of this 
actually correct even in the view of modern, materialist science? But the Liezi’s 
interest is not so much with that as our appreciation of ourselves in the light of it. 
It wants us not to be forgetful of our context but in accord with it. We should not 
Forget we are going back but be actualised in the light of it. This is exactly the 
anarchism | spoke of above when discussing if anarchy is even possible. As the Liezi 


confirms here, it is unavoidable. 


“Someone asked Liezi: ‘Why do you value emptiness? In emptiness there is no 
valuing.’ Liezi said: ‘Value is not the name for it. Best be still, best be empty. In 
stillness and emptiness, we find where to abide; Taking and giving, we lose the 
place. The man who, when his actions go wrong, begins to play about with moral 


distinctions in order to put them right, cannot find the way back."” 


Liezi’s answer to this question seems to say that wrapped up in ideologies and 


relationships governed by customary practices we lose our place in the order of 


things. Instead, it is in emptiness and stillness that this place is Found - something 
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that could be literally true if all else is imagined to be Fiction and imagination. Liezi 
accepts that there is no valuing there but, instead of complaining about this and 
arguing for his own partisan values, welcomes it. What he is against is making 
things up which must then be constantly manipulated to be in our Favour, things 
like right and wrong and moral distinctions, the basis of our valuing. Liezi can do 
without valuing but not without emptiness, something with which things settle 
themselves. Liezi is saying there is no way to equilibrium without that for you 
cannot invent a way to it. You have to let things balance themselves out and give 


up control and controlling, a very anarchist thing to think. 


“Turning without end 
Heaven and earth shift secretly. 


Who is aware of it?’ 


So the thing which is shrinking there is swelling here, the thing which is maturing 
here is decaying there. Shrinking and swelling, maturing and decaying, it is being 
born at the same time that it is dying. The interval between the coming and the 
going is imperceptible; who is aware of it? Whatever a thing may be, its energy is 
not suddenly spent, its Form does not suddenly decay; we are aware neither of 
when it reaches maturity nor of when it begins to decay. It is the same with a 
human being's progress From birth to old age; their looks, knowledge and bearing 
differ From one day to the next, their skin and nails and hair are growing at the 
same time as they are falling away. They do not stop as they were in childhood 
without changing. But we cannot be aware of the intervals; we must wait for their 


Fruition before we know.” 
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“It is nonsense to say either that heaven and earth will perish or that they will not. 
Whether they perish or not we can never know. However, from that side there is 
one point of view, from this side there is another. Hence the living do not know 
what it is like to be dead, the dead do not know what it is like to be alive. Coming, 
we do not know those who went before, going we shall not know those who come 


after. Why should we care whether they perish or not?” 


There is so much of what happens in the constancy of motion and change that is 
the universe of existence that we do not know about. Probably much of this we 
could never know. After all, we are what we are, a forever set of limitations. But 
other things are what they are too. Does it matter if one has knowledge of the 
other? Not really! Is most of the universe alive or is most of the universe dead? Its 
not a distinction the universe makes! 


ae 


Can one succeed in possessing the Way?’ 


Your own body is not your possession. How can you possess the Way? IF my own 
body is not mine, whose is it? It is the shape lent to you by heaven and earth. Your 
life is not your possession; it is harmony between your forces, granted For a time by 
heaven and earth. Your nature and destiny are not your possessions; they are the 
course laid down for you by heaven and earth. Your children and grandchildren are 
not your possessions; heaven and earth lend them to you to cast off from your 
body as an insect sheds its skin. Therefore you travel without knowing where you 
go, stay without knowing what you cling to, are Fed without knowing how. You are 


the breath of heaven and earth which goes to and fro; how can you ever possess 
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it?” 


This | take to be one of the most commonsensical and straightforward accounts of 
humanity's impotence in the face of the universe ever written. This is the anarchy | 
respond to and which renders all human imagined anarchies Follies which lack 
ambition. You are not you. You are just part of a morphing, transforming, broiling 
whole of motion and change. You don’t direct where you came from, you don’t 
direct where you are going, you don’t direct where you will end up. You are simply 
part of a continuum in which things happen and not even to you but just simply 
happen. Who could catalogue all this, who could deign to understand it? What 


totally ignorant arrogance would this require? Ours?! 


“| rob heaven and earth of their seasonal benefits, the clouds and rain of their 
irrigating Floods, the mountains and marshes of their products, in order to grow my 
crops, plant my seed, raise my walls, build my house. | steal birds and animals From 
the land, fish and turtles From the water. All this is stealing; For crops and seed, clay 
and wood, birds and animals, Fish and turtles, are all begotten by heaven, and how 
can they become my possessions? Yet | suffer no retribution for robbing heaven. 
On the other hand precious things such as gold and jade, and commodities such as 
grain and silk, are collected by men, and how can we claim that it is heaven which 


provides them? When you steal them, why should you resent being Found guilty? 


Is not your very body stolen? When you must steal the Yin and Yang energies in 


harmonious proportions even to achieve your life and sustain your body, how can 


you take the things outside you without stealing them? In reality the myriad things 
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of heaven and earth are not separate from each other; and to claim anything as 
one's own is always wrong-headed. Kuo's way of stealing is common to all, and so 
he escapes retribution; your motive for stealing is private, and so you were found 
guilty. Whether or not you distinguish between common and private, you are still 
stealing. It is the power of heaven and earth which makes the common common 
and the private private. For the man who understands the power of heaven and 


earth, what is stealing and what is not stealing?” 


What is the issue here? It is that introducing possession into the equation upsets 
the whole. Nothing we have is ours; all of it was plundered from nature’s resources 
and claimed as our own. This is where the problems start; this is the root of the 
beanstalk. But how can you steal when nothing belonged to anyone in the first 
place anyway? Property may or may not be theft but theft itself is Fiction if all is 


one. 


“In this country there are no teachers and leaders; all things Follow their natural 
course. The people have no cravings and lusts; all men Follow their natural course. 
They are incapable of delighting in life or hating death, and therefore none of 
them dies before his time. They do not know how to prefer themselves to others, 
and so they neither love nor hate. They do not know how to turn their faces to 
things or turn their backs, go with the stream or push against it, so nothing 
benefits or harms them. There is nothing at all which they grudge or regret, 


nothing which they dread or envy.” 
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“Now | know that the utmost Way cannot be sought through the passions. | know 


it, |have Found it, but | cannot tell it to you.” 


This passage delineates an ideal state or simply an ideal. It is Daoist in that it is 
about actionless action and lack of intention. Human beings here don’t follow 
desires but just let things happen - as everything else but human beings does 
already. They also lack preferences and have no opinions and this delivers them 
from disappointment, partisanship and enmity as well as from distinguishing 
between life and death which the universe itself does not do. This leads to a 
natural life without benefit or harm. So you cannot seek the Way but only let go 
and Fall into it. It is not something we can describe but in the silence beyond words 


and so beyond humanity. Again, we must stop trying to measure and to control. 


“The sage hides himself in Heaven, therefore nothing can harm him.” 


“| Follow the Way of the water instead of imposing a course of my own; this is how | 


tread it... Having been born on land | am safe on land—this is native to me. Having 


grown up in the water | am safe in the water—this is natural to me. | do it without 


knowing how | do it— this is trusting destiny.” 


You cannot be harmed where harm is not perceived. And you cannot perceive harm 


where everything is one - but only when it is separated into things. 


“The utmost in speech is to be rid of speech, the utmost doing is Doing Nothing.” 


1118 


Silence and inactivity or wisdom beyond words and intentions? 


“Liezi went home, and for three years did not leave his house. He cooked meals For 
his wife, served Food to his pigs as though they were human, treated all things as 
equally his kin. From the carved jade he returned to the unhewn block, till his 
single shape stood forth, detached from all things. He was Free of all tangles. Once 


and for all, to the end of his life.” 


Simplicity, the Daoist virtue of compassionate interrelatedness which returns the 


artificial and Fictional to the natural. 


“IF you insist on making an effect, it will unsteady your basic self, and to no 
purpose. None of your companions will tell you. All their small talk is poison. Unless 


we wake each other, how shall we mature?” 


Zen would have us accept that there is no self as a static entity and so perhaps we 
should talk about disturbing our energies in a Daoist vocabulary here. Either way, 
such disruption, which comes from having purposes and intentions, is imagined to 
disturb us and to no purpose [meaning we gain nothing from our desires]. But 
other people, people like us, won't tell us this. To them such things are normal and 
this suggests that often Friends or companions will not tell us difficult things For 
fear of disrupting either the relationship or our common understanding. But the 
Liezi’s Daoism does not leave it at that. It regards the matter of maturity in our 
existence as a social matter, a matter of educating each other so that we wake up 


not alone but together. IF we cannot wake up by ourselves then how else shall we 
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if not through someone else? 


“In the world there is a Way by which one will always conquer and there is a way by 
which one will never conquer. The former is called Weakness, the latter is called 
Strength. The two are easy to recognise, but still men do not recognise them. 
Hence the saying of the men of the most ancient times: ‘The strong surpass those 
weaker than themselves, the weak surpass those stronger than themselves.’ The 
man who surpasses men weaker than himself is in danger when he meets someone 
as strong as himself; but the man who surpasses men stronger than himself is 
never in danger. The saying ‘By this you conquer your own body and make it your 
servant, by this you employ the whole world as your servant’ means that you 


conquer not others but yourself; employ not others but yourself.” 


This is a riddle but it is riddle that is saying that the strong will always beat the 
weak yet will be in danger when they come up against someone as strong as them 
but, meanwhile, the weak will always win exactly because of their weakness. It 
seems consequent to imagine, then, that the success of the weak is not based on 
strength as is their never being in danger. But the passage then flips to being 
about not conquering others but yourself and, in so doing, the whole world 
becomes your servant - which is only to employ yourself. Here | can only think to 
imagine, once more, of the way of water which, weak or strong, always overcomes 


and has success by quiet, controlled persistence. 


“The breath of all that lives, the appearance of all that has shape, is illusion. What is 


begun by the creative process, and changed by the Yin and Yang, is said to be born 
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and to die; things which, already shaped, are displaced and replaced by a 
comprehension of numbers and understanding of change, are said to be 
transformed, to be illusions of magic. The skill of the Creator is inscrutable, his 
achievement profound, so that it is long before his work completes its term and 
comes to an end. The skill of the magician working on the shapes of things is 
obvious but his achievement shallow, so that his work is extinguished as soon as it 
is conjured up. It is when you realise that the illusions and transformations of 
magic are no different from birth and death that it becomes worthwhile to study 


magic with you. You and | are also illusion; what is there to study?” 


What does it mean to say that created things, things with shape, are “illusion”? 
Well it doesn’t mean, first and Foremost, that they don’t exist. Liezi does not 
imagine we are trapped in a vat like Neo in The Matrix and in receipt of deceptive 
electrical impulses, that “nothing is real”. The book is here seeking to contrast 
creation with magic and, of course, the point about magic is that exactly what the 
magician is seeking to make you believe and perceive is exactly what is not 
happening. The person hasn’t been cut in half, the rabbit hasn’t appeared from 
nowhere, the magician did not inexplicably escape the impossible locks and chains 
whilst underwater. Yet this passage says that life and death is also like that and, 
when it does so, | think it is saying something about our believing and our 
perceiving. It is saying that what we think about life and death is like how the 
magician does magic tricks; it is “illusion and transformation”. Yet, being illusion 


and transformation, what is there then to study? In this passage all is change. 
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“With rank high enough to distinguish you, and more property than you need, you 
are too far above other men. Dreaming at night that you are a slave, reverting From 
ease to toil, is fortune righting itself. Can you reasonably expect to have it both 


ways, dreaming as well as awake?” 


Here the Liezi gives away its belief in balance like the Yin and the Yang in balance 
in the Yin Yang symbol Daoists use. It is a belief that, left to themselves, things 
balance out and find natural equilibrium - and the world goes on its way in 


harmony as it should. 


“It is beyond me to distinguish dreaming and not dreaming.” 


Dreaming and being awake is a thing | constantly seem to be coming back to as | 
work my way through this project. This sentence from the Liezi might essentially 
be the reason why: it is all but impossible to distinguish one from the other. Evena 
day or two ago | was watching an interview with the smart writer and director, Alex 
Garland, a man who thinks about consciousness and determinism and the shape of 
human being, in which he suggested that our form of life, being ultimately 
subjective for each one of us as a consciousness, is very much akin to a dream. Of 
course, it would be a waking dream but a kind of dream state nevertheless. | find 
the observation Fascinating and it takes on more significance when we read 
thoughts like this one From Liezi here. Perhaps we cannot distinguish dreaming and 
not dreaming. Perhaps the only distinction is waking dream or sleeping dream. But, 
this being so, it then puts ideas like knowing, understanding and explaining in 


question. What can a dreamer know, understand or explain and wouldn’t they only 
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be doing it in the terms of their dream state? Can we even wake up? Can we be 
awake and not know it? The Buddhist imagines that Buddha Nature - essentially 
becoming awake and being enlightened - is always already there but we just don’t 
realise it yet - until or unless we do. But then my mind falls upon the word 
“distinguish” in the sentence above, distinguishing being a work of the intellect. 
None of my reading in Daoist or Buddhist texts has ever suggested to me that 
“enlightenment” comes from or through the intellect but rather From letting it go. 
And still the metaphor persists ... is sentience a dream? Recall Zhuangzi’s butterfly 
dream! Does Zhuangzi dream he is a butterfly or the butterfly dream he is 


Zhuangzi? 


“Formerly, when | forgot, | was boundless; | did not notice whether heaven and 
earth existed or not. Now suddenly | remember; and all the disasters and 
recoveries, gains and losses, joys and sorrows, loves and hates of twenty or thirty 
years past rise up in a thousand tangled threads. | fear that all the disasters and 
recoveries, gains and losses, joys and sorrows, loves and hates still to come will 
confound my heart just as much. Shall | never again find a moment of 


Forgetfulness?” 


Staying with the metaphor of the dream and adding this passage into the equation 
the dream state seems to be welcome. Remembering specifics is a confusion of 
tangled threads. The idea is that these are deceptive and that only a clear mind is 
not. Both Daoism and Zen concentrate on regularly clearing the mind of stray and 
random thoughts, a regular cleaning process that does not inhibit the mind by 


Filling it with stuff, stuff which leaves it unhygienic. Here, in a vocabulary of 
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remembering and forgetfulness, seems to be a similar thought. We are reminded 


that emptiness, and so the Forgetfulness which maintains it, is a virtue. 


“Nowadays everyone in the world is deluded about right and wrong, and confused 
about benefit and harm; because so many people share this sickness, no one 
perceives that it is a sickness. Besides, one man’s abnormality is not enough to 
overturn his Family, one family’s to overturn the neighbourhood, one neigh- 
bourhood's to overturn the state, one state's to overturn the world. IF the whole 
world were abnormal, how could abnormality overturn it? Supposing the minds of 
everyone in the world were like your son’s, then on the contrary it is you who 
would be abnormal. Joy and sorrow, music and beauty, smells and tastes, right and 


wrong, who can straighten them out?” 


Here is a problem: things cannot be decided on the basis of numbers. Yet, in a 
furtherance of the same problem, they almost routinely are. That is right or normal 
or accepted which a large enough number of people say or do or think or believe. 
This is “deluded” and “confused”. Right is not right because it has sufficient 
numbers who accept it. Benefit is not benefit because the right amount of people 
say so. This passage even asks which of us can set such things straight in the first 
place! When all have the same sickness even the sickness becomes seen as simply 


normal and nothing to worry about! 


“There was a man who was bom in Yen but grew up in Chu and in old age returned 


to his native country. While he was passing through the state of Chin his 


companions played a joke on him. They pointed out a city and told him: ‘This is the 


1124 


capital of Yen.' 


He composed himself and looked solemn. Inside the city they pointed out a shrine: 
‘This is the shrine of your quarter.’ He breathed a deep sigh. They pointed out a 
hut: ‘This was your father's cottage.’ His tears welled up. They pointed out a 
mound: ‘This is your father's tomb.' He could not help weeping aloud. His 
companions roared with laughter: ‘We were teasing you. You are still only in Chin.’ 
The man was very embarrassed. When he reached Yen, and really saw the capital of 
Yen and the shrine of his quarter, really saw his Father's cottage and tomb, he did 


not feel it so deeply.” 


How do you know you know something? Chances are that at least some of the 
things you think you know are because you trust the people who told you the 
things. This story, however, suggests that not all such people may be so 
trustworthy [or maybe even that knowledge on such terms is always doubtful]. 
Outside of the Fact that you trust these people, how else would you know if what 
they said were true or false? The man here seemingly has no other way of knowing, 
trusts them, and then realises he has only been teased. But there is a consequence: 
when he finds the real place it now means less to him. What has happened? Does 
he now trust that he knows less? One imagines that, having been teased and 
having what he thought he knew by trust taken away from him, it is something he 
will never get back. He has been robbed of innocence and is now merely fated to 


play the game of knowing and not knowing. 
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“Rejoicing in nothing and knowing nothing are the true rejoicing and the true 
knowledge; and so you rejoice in everything, know everything, care about 


everything, do everything.” 


How fortunate that the next selection should be this one! In passages like this the 
thought seems to be that concretizing things we think we know can only deceive 
us. Instead, the openness of nothing is seen as more opportune, keeping your 
options open, if you prefer. In a world of motion and change nailing anything down 
will always be a risk. It also limits you and forces you to side with one thing and 
against another whereas the openness of nothing allows everything to become 


acceptable. 


“My body is in accord with my mind, my mind with my energies, my energies with 
my spirit, my spirit with Nothing. Whenever the minutest existing thing or the 
faintest sound affects me, whether it is Far away beyond the eight borderlands, or 
close at hand between my eyebrows and eyelashes, | am bound to know it. 
However, | do not know whether | perceived it with the seven holes in my head and 
my four limbs, or knew it through my heart and belly and internal organs. It is 


simply self-knowledge.” 


Know thyself! And to know thyself be in accord with Nothing! 


“Tzu-hsia asked Confucius: What sort of man is Yen Hui? For kindness, he is a better 


man than | am. What about Tzu-kung? For eloquence, he is a better man than | am. 


Tzu-lu? For courage, he is a better man than | am. Tzu-chang? For dignity, he is a 
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better man than | am. Tzu-hsia rose from his mat and asked: Then why do these 
Four serve you? Sit down, | will tell you. Yen Hui can be kind, but cannot check the 
impulse when it will do no good. Tzu-kung can be eloquent, but cannot hold his 
tongue. Tzu-lu can be brave but cannot be cautious. Tzu-chang can be dignified, 
but cannot unbend in company. Even if | could have the virtues of the four men all 
together, | should be unwilling to exchange them for my own. This is why they 


serve me without misgivings.” 


The wisdom here is that any characteristic, however good or commendable, is not 
uniformly good in all circumstances. Since the Daoist world is a world of constant 


change, the ability to stop at the appropriate time is also necessary. 


“The joy of travel is that the things which amuse you never remain the same. Other 
men travel to contemplate the sights, | travel to contemplate the way things 


change.” 


Flexibility, enjoyment of change, this is a Daoist virtue. 


“By outward travel we seek what we lack in things outside us, while by inward 


contemplation we find sufficiency in ourselves. The latter is the perfect, the 


Former an imperfect, kind of travelling.” 


“In perfect travel we do not know where we are going, in perfect contemplation 


we do not know what we are looking at. To travel over all things without excep- 


tion, contemplate all things without exception, this is what | call travel and 
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contemplation.” 


It is a Daoist and a Zen theme that there is sufficiency within ourselves and that we 
already have all we ever need. This idea is imagined here in the inward 
contemplation that neither knows what it looks at nor where it is going. Best be 


empty! 


“| do not think it an honour if the whole district praises me, nor a disgrace if the 
whole state reviles me; | have no joy when | win, no anxiety when | lose; | look in 
the same way at life and death, riches and poverty, other men and pigs, myself and 
other men; | dwell in my own house as though lodging in an inn, look out at my own 
neighbourhood as though it were a Foreign and barbarous country. Having all these 
ailments, titles and rewards cannot induce me, punishments and fines cannot awe 
me, prosperity and decline and benefit and harm cannot change me, joy and 
sorrow cannot influence me. Consequently, it is impossible for me to serve my 
prince, have dealings with my kindred and friends, manage my wife and children, 


control my servants.” 


Can one live life without good and bad, better and worse, benefit and harm? Is one 


condemned to preferences? This is not the Way. But... 


“To be born normally, coming from nowhere, is the Way... to be born depending 
on nothing is called the Way, and to live out your term depending on the Way is 
called normal. Death which depends on your manner of life is also called the Way, 


and premature death which depends on the Way is also called normal.” 
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Nothing and nowhere, ignorant of the fictions of words and thought, going about 


your business: this is the Way. 


“The eye is about to grow dim when it can discern the tip of a hair; the ear is about 
to go deaf when it can hear the wings of a gnat; the palate is about to deteriorate 
when it can discriminate between the waters of the Tzu and the Sheng; the nostrils 
are about to clog when they can distinguish scorched and rotten smells; the body is 
about to stiffen when it delights in sprinting; the mind is about to go astray when it 
can recognise right and wrong. Therefore if a thing does not reach its limit it will 


not revert.” 


There is a Yin Yang principle here: when something reaches its limit, it can only 


come back. 


“By conceiving something you Fail to identify it; By pointing it out you Fail to reach 
it; By treating it as an object you Fail to exhaust it... Without concepts, your mind is 
the same as it; Without pointing, you reach everything; Whoever exhausts the 


object exists Forever.” 


Earlier, when discussing dreams, | talked about distinguishing, an intellectual 
activity. Here this seems to be the error, something which [quite literally] 
separates us from things in the act of intellectually distinguishing them [which 
perhaps makes them instrumentally useful for us as we see it]. In the mentality of 
the Liezi conceiving is not identifying and pointing is not possessing. Objectifying 


does not get at the totality of a thing. Intellect is not putting everything in its 
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place. Rather, it is without these things that access to everything is granted. 


Exhausting the object, breaking its bounds, is to exist Forever. 


“IF nothing within you stays rigid, 
Outward things will disclose themselves. 
Moving, be like water. 

Still, be like a mirror. 


Respond like an echo.” 


How can we be like the Way in its manner of operation? By being flexible, by being 


reflective, by being unaffected but just passing by. 


“Things make themselves go counter to the Way, the Way does not go counter to 
things. The one who successfully accords with the Way uses neither eyes nor ears, 
neither effort nor mind. If, wishing to accord with the Way, you seek it by means of 


sight and hearing, body and knowledge, you will not hit on it.” 


The Way is not knowing and the knowing do not find it. It is by knowing you go 
astray and by knowing you can only go astray. As the Zen practitioner John Cage 


used to say, “You will only make things worse.” And so... 


“The Way is not something that the presence of the mind can dismiss and the 


absence of the mind can bring nearer. It is grasped only by one who grasps it in 


silence and lets it mature naturally.” 
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“The start of one is the end of another, The end of one is the start of another. Who 


knows which came First?” 


This is once more like dreaming and not dreaming. Where to begin? Why bother? 


“Everything contains something smaller, and is contained in something larger, 
without bound or limit. Heaven and earth contain the myriad things, and are 
contained in the same way by something else, which contains both the myriad 
things and heaven and earth, and is therefore unbounded and limitless. Besides, 
how do | know that beyond heaven and earth there is not a greater heaven and 


earth? That is another thing | do not know.” 


Boundaries and limits are all False, arbitrary, Fictional impositions. In motion and 
change and transformation there is only relationship without end. Not that we 


could know these relationships! 


“Inscrutably, in endless sequence, 

They come to pass of themselves by the Way of Heaven. 
Indifferently, the unbroken circle 

Turns of itself by the Way of Heaven. 

Heaven and earth cannot offend against this, 

The wisdom of sages cannot defy this, 

Demons and goblins cannot cheat this. 

Being of themselves as they are 


Silently it brings them about, 


1131 


Gives them serenity, gives them peace, 


Escorts them as they go and welcomes them as they come.” 


An ode to the Way. It doesn’t know, it doesn’t care, it doesn’t want. And yet it 
maintains and sustains all things in peace, a constant companion. Inscrutable. 


Indifferent. Undefeatable. 


“What heaven does not know, how can Man discern?” 


A slap in the Face for knowledge, a rebuke to the seekers of Truth. We are puny 
ants. How could we ever imagine to know? Foolishness! IF you could set out the 
workings of universe then you would be above it yet it is obvious that you are not! 


Knowledge obsession is a mania and a most inappropriate egotism. 


“Valuing life cannot preserve it, taking care of the body cannot do it good; scorning 
life cannot shorten it, neglecting the body cannot do it harm. Hence some who 
value life do not live, some who scorn it do not die, some who take care of the 
body do it no good, some who neglect it do it no harm. This seems unreasonable, 
but it is not; in these cases life and death, good and harm, come of themselves. 
Some value life and live, some scorn it and die, some take care of the body and do 
it good, some neglect it and do it harm. This seems only reasonable but it is not; in 


these cases also life and death, good and harm, come of themselves.” 


These seem strange and counter-intuitive things to say but they aren’t if you 


believe, as Liezi does, that life and death come of themselves anyway. By this is 
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meant not that one cannot do something to extend one’s life or do something to 
end it but that things do not always have the same or arbitrary outcomes as in the 
case of the heavy smoker who lives to 100 years old whilst another dies of lung 
cancer at 65. In short, there’s no algorithm of the Way! So things, aside From our 
arbitrary descriptions of them, come and go as they may in a world of motion and 
change. We can act and those action take part in this world of motion and change 


but the whole goes on just as it has always done - inscrutably. 


“For the man who trusts destiny, there is no difference between long life and 
short; for one who trusts the principles by which things happen, nothing to 
approve or reject; for one who trusts his mind, nothing which is agreeable or 
offensive; For one who trusts his nature, nothing which secures or endangers him. 
Then we may say that there is nothing at all which he either trusts or distrusts. He 
is true, he is genuine; what should he shun or approach, enjoy or grieve over, do or 


not do?” 


Here the Way has a name and that name is destiny. But destiny is not the way 
things must happen conceived of in minute detail. Destiny is abandoning oneself to 
actionless action, to life without description or knowledge, to things as they will 
happen without opinion. Destiny is the Way in its manner of operation. It is order 


as anarchy and anarchy as order. This is authenticity. 


“Success on one side seems to be success, but Fundamentally it is not. Failure on 


one side seems to be failure, but Fundamentally it is not. Hence error is born from 


seeming. The division between seeming and truth is confused; but if you are not 


1133 


confused by seeming, you will not be shocked when misfortune befalls you, will 


not rejoice in the good fortune you have achieved.” 


Now do you understand why the Daoist advises you to simply cease to cherish your 


own opinions? Andso... 


“To meet death unafraid, to live in distress without caring, is to know destiny and 


accept what time brings.” 


“It is not by knowledge that one is complete or deficient; completeness and 


deficiency come of themselves.” 


A repetitive theme. There are no rules of anarchy. There is no algorithm of the 
Way. It cannot be captured in human thought. Knowledge is a mistake if, by means 


of it, you imagine to understand or explain, gain power over or control. 


“There was a man of Wei, Tung-men Wu, who did not grieve when his son died. His 
wife said to him: No one in the world loved his son as much as you did. Why do you 
not grieve now he is dead? | used to have no son, he answered, and when | had no 
son | did not grieve. Now that he is dead, it is the same as it was before when | had 


no son. Why should | grieve over him?” 


Perspective. What was once will be again. The little in the context of something 


bigger. Always. 
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“Reality has nothing to do with reputation, reputation has nothing to do with 


reality. Reputation is nothing but pretence.” 


Which suggests that reality is not pretence. But it doesn’t say that you can say 


what reality is, just that it doesn’t have a reputation. 


“It is in life that the myriad things of the world are different; in death they are all 
the same. In life, there are clever and foolish, noble and vile; these are the 
differences. In death, there are stench and rot, decay and extinction; in this we are 
all the same. However, whether we are clever or foolish, noble or vile, is not our 
own doing, and neither are stench and rot, decay and extinction. Hence we do not 
bring about our own life or death, cleverness or Foolishness, nobility or vileness. 
However, the myriad things all equally live and die, are equally clever and foolish, 


noble and vile.” 


Different yet the same, diverse yet going the same way. Life and death. 


“Rotten bones are all the same, who can tell them apart?” 


“Yuan Hsien grew poor in Lu, Tzu-kung grew rich in Wei. Yuan Hsien’s poverty 
injured his life, Tzu-kung's wealth involved him in trouble. IF that is so, wealth and 
poverty are both bad; where is the right course to be found? It is to be Found in 
enjoying life, in Freeing ourselves From care. Hence those who are good at enjoying 
life are not poor, and those who are good at freeing themselves From care do not 


get rich.” 
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Compare the Jew Qoheleth: “There is nothing worthwhile for a person but to eat 
and drink and afford themselves enjoyment with their means. And even that comes 
from God” [Ecclesiastes 2:24]. Both recommend enjoyment, freedom from care, 


and for Liezi this is wealth, wealth which means you do not become rich. 


“A man was asked about tending life and he answered: ‘It is simply living without 
restraint; do not suppress, do not restrict.’ ‘Tell me the details, his questioner 
replied and he said: ‘Give yourself up to whatever your ears wish to listen to, your 
eyes to look on, your nostrils to turn to, your mouth to say, your body to find ease 
in, your will to achieve. What the ears wish to hear is music and song, and if these 
are denied them, | say that the sense of hearing is restricted. What the eyes wish to 
see is the beauty of women, and if this is denied them, | say that the sense of sight 
is restricted. What the nostrils wish to turn to is orchids and spices, and if these are 
denied them, | say that the sense of smell is restricted. What the mouth wishes to 
discuss is truth and falsehood, and if this is denied it, | say that the intelligence is 
restricted. What the body wishes to find ease in is Fine clothes and good food, and 
if these are denied it, | say that its comfort is restricted. What the will wishes to 
achieve is freedom and leisure, and if it is denied these, | say that man’s nature is 


restricted. 


All these restrictions are oppressive masters. IF you can rid yourself of these 
oppressive masters, and wait serenely for death, whether you last a day, a month, a 
year, ten years, it will be what | call tending life. IF you are bound to these 
oppressive masters, and cannot escape their ban, though you were to survive 


miserably for a hundred years, a thousand, ten thousand, | would not call it tending 
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life.” 


What is Liezi’s key to life? Living simply without restraint or restriction which 
means without imposition. Where one craves specifics and seeks to impose and 
define one will live more miserably than one could. This is not living serenely as 
one would if one just let things be. And this is not a matter of what happens or 
length of life either. All this is irrelevant. Desires are oppressive masters and 


oppressive masters are always trouble. 


“Once | am dead, what concern is it of mine? It is the same to me whether you burn 
me or sink me in a river, bury me or leave me in the open, throw me in a ditch 
wrapped in grass or put me in a stone coffin dressed in a dragon-blazoned jacket 


and embroidered skirt. | leave it to chance.” 


Yet, sadly, 


“Most of the gentlemen in Wei live by the manners they have been taught; 


naturally they are incapable of grasping what was in this person's mind.” 


It is like those people who say that after their death they wish to be fed to their 


pets. What does it matter? It is just flesh. Don’t be Fooled by its Form, don’t give its 


Form more reality than it has. 


“What is the point of prolonging life?... Be resigned to everything, let everything 


run its course; why need you delay it or speed it on its way?” 
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This is a question | have asked myself several times. These people, like the Futurist 
Ray Kurzweil as one example, why do they want to live for centuries or even 
longer? What is life or death, now or later, longer or shorter? A person who lived 
for 1000 years will be eternally dead the same as the person who lived 10 years. 
Things will always run their course and no anxiety is needed. Let them and then 
there is no need for anxiety at all. Change yourself rather than worrying about the 


Fact you will change. 


“Humanity resembles the other species between heaven and earth, and like them 
owes its nature to the Five Elements. It is the most intelligent of living things. But 
in humanity, nails and teeth are not strong enough to provide defence, skin and 
Flesh are too soft for protection: it cannot run Fast enough to escape danger, and it 
lacks Fur and Feathers to ward off heat and cold. It must depend on other things in 
order to tend its nature, must trust in knowledge and not rely on force. Hence the 
most valuable use of knowledge is for self-preservation, while the most ignoble 
use of Force is to attack others. However, my body is not my possession: yet once 
born, | have no choice but to keep it intact. Other things are not my possessions; 
yet once | exist, | cannot dispense with them. Certainly, it is by the body that we 


live; but it is by means of other things that we tend it.” 


Here is mystery, mystery in humanity's form of existence. It is specific, yet different 


From other forms. It is good for one thing, yet not for another. It has this, but lacks 


that. It exists by itself, yet must rely on other things. It is me, but it is not mine. 
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“IF you do not go against destiny, why should you yearn for long life? IF you are not 
conceited about honours, why should you yearn for reputation? IF you do not want 
power, why should you yearn for office? IF you are not greedy for wealth, why 
should you yearn for possessions? One who sees this | call a man in accord with 


things.” 


And so: 


“An insatiable nature is a grub eating away one's vital forces.” 


“Be careful of your words, 


For someone will agree with them. 


Be careful of your conduct, 


For someone will imitate it.” 


The best words are silence? The best doing is Doing Nothing? 


“We judge by our own experience, verify by the experience of others.” 


This is a neat observation. It tells us we never navigate life alone, even if we think 


we have set ourselves apart. We always have the responsibility but never bear the 


burden alone. 


“Nowhere is there a principle which is right in all circumstances or an action that is 


wrong in all circumstances. The method we used yesterday we may discard today 
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and use again in the future; there are no Fixed right and wrong to decide whether 


we use it or not.” 


Radical amorality - as | tried to discuss in the second book of this project, subtitled 
The Fiction of Morality. | take this to be commonsensically true as well as 
pragmatically so. Once more flexibility is the Daoist virtue and not inappropriately 


Fixed or algorithmic morals. IF existence is change then fixity is always a mistake. 


“To call Food criminal and refuse to eat it, because the one who offers it is a 


criminal, is to confuse name and the reality.” 


“IF benefit goes out from you, the Fruits will return to you; if resentment goes Forth 
from you, harm will come back to you. What issues from within and is answered 


outside is mere passion. Therefore, the wise one is careful of what they let out.” 


This seems like some kind of karmic saying but this is not karma as a Buddhist 
might describe it. Here it is suggested that what you give out will come back to you 
but it is then only suggested that you be careful what you let out. It is not 
suggested that the fruits or the harm that come back to you will be negative or 
positive in the end. We do not control the future but we can affect it and are 


related to it. 


“The myriad things between heaven and earth, born in the same way that we are, 


do not differ From us in kind. One kind is no nobler than another; it is simply that 


the stronger and cleverer rule the weaker and sillier. Things take it in turns to eat 
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each other, but they are not born for each other's sake. Human beings take the 
things which are edible and eat them, but how can it be claimed that heaven gave 
birth to them originally For the sake of human beings? Besides, mosquitoes and 
gnats bite our skin, tigers and wolves eat our flesh; did heaven originally breed 


human beings For the sake of them?" 


Human beings are used to ascribing a fictional order to the various orders of life, 
perhaps in a table or chart. It is nonsense. Nothing was created for something else 
and nothing was created better or worse than another thing. There are people and 
bacteria, ducks and anteaters, lizards and crabs, viruses and plants. Each live out 
their lives as they are enabled to - which in many cases includes taking and eating 
some of the other things For nature in general survives by consuming itself. In this, 
no creature or organism is good and no creature or organism is bad. None of them 
is noble and yet none of them is profane. They just are and they just exist as they 


can without need for praise or blame. 


“There was a man who lost an axe and he suspected the boy who lived next door. 
He watched the boy walking down the street: he had definitely stolen the axe! His 
expression, his talk, his behaviour, his manner, the way he walked, everything 
about him betrayed that he had stolen the axe. Later that day the man was digging 
in his garden and he found the axe. The next day he saw the boy from next door 
again in the street: nothing in his behaviour and manner suggested the boy would 


steal an axe!” 
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A story which challenges us to ask what is guiding our thoughts and if we can trust 
it. The answer is that it is nothing reliable and it is something which changes with 


circumstances. 


“There was a man who wanted gold. At dawn he got up, put on his coat and went 
to market. He went up to the stall of a dealer in gold, snatched some of his gold 
and made off with it. The police chased him, caught him and then questioned him. 
‘Why did you snatch somebody else’s gold in Front of so many people,’ they asked. 


‘When | took it, | did not see the people but only the gold,’ he replied.” 


The human intellect Focuses on its object of desire but overlooks so many other 
obvious things. This should inspire us to think more about it and set it in its proper 


place. It is not a measure of all things whatever else it is. 


All composite things are impermanent, 
They are subject to birth and death; 
Put an end to birth and death, 


And there is a blissful tranquillity. 


THE FIRST DAOIST ANARCHIST TEXT: NEITHER LORD NOR SUBJECT 


The following text comes from around 300 BCE and is arguably the First text that 


can be called anarchist which can also be called Daoist. The period before this is a 


period in which the figures of Laozi, Liezi and Zhuangzi were Formative figures and 


in whose names later key Daoist texts would be compiled and formulated. This 
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period in Chinese history was a period of warring states and many commentators 
have argued that this historical situation was one reason that Daoism, in once 
sense a survivalist philosophy, came to exist. Because of this, many of these texts 
have content regarding government or how to be a leader or addressing if leaders 
are even needed in the context of the Way they observe through nature all around 
them. OF course, they were not the only school of thought at the time and so 
sometimes they react to positions taken by other, more pro-civilisation, schools 
such as the Confucians or Mohists. As such, in this text and those more famous 
others, a Daoist position which supports an anarchistic view not only regarding 
government and politics but also of nature and existence, is set out in my view. 
Here | present Bao Jingyan’s text in full for its brief presentation of a Formative 


Daoist anarchism:- 


The Confucian literati say: "Heaven gave birth to the people and then set rulers 
over them." But how can High Heaven have said this in so many words? Is it not 
rather that interested parties make this their pretext? The fact is that the strong 
oppressed the weak and the weak submitted to them; the cunning tricked the 
innocent and the innocent served them. It was because there was submission that 
the relation of lord and subject arose, and because there was servitude that the 
people, being powerless, could be kept under control. Thus servitude and mastery 
result From the struggle between the strong and the weak and the contrast 
between the cunning and the innocent, and Blue Heaven has nothing whatsoever 


to do with it. 
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When the world was in its original undifferentiated state, the Nameless (wu-ming, 
i.e, the Tao) was what was valued, and all creatures found happiness in self- 
Fulfillment. Now when the cinnamon-tree has its bark stripped or the varnish tree 
is cut, it is not done at the wish of the tree; when the pheasant's feathers are 
plucked or the kingfisher's torn out, it is not done by desire of the bird. To be 
bitted and bridled is not in accordance with the nature of the horse; to be put 
under the yoke and bear burdens does not give pleasure to the ox. Cunning has its 
origin in the use of force that goes against the true nature of things, and the real 
reason for harming creatures is to provide useless adornments. Thus catching the 
birds of the air in order to supply frivolous adornments, making holes in noses 
where no holes should be, tying beasts by the leg when nature meant them to be 
free, is not in accord with the destiny of the myriad creatures, all born to live out 
their lives unharmed. And so the people are compelled to labour so that those in 
office may be nourished; and while their superiors enjoy Fat salaries, they are 


reduced to the direst poverty. 


It is all very well to enjoy the infinite bliss of life after death, but it is preferable not 
to have died in the First place; and rather than acquire an empty reputation For in- 
tegrity by resigning office and foregoing one's salary, it is better that there should 
be no office to resign. Loyalty and righteousness only appear when rebellion 
breaks out in the empire, filial obedience and parental love are only displayed 


when there is discord among kindred. 


In the earliest times, there was neither lord nor subjects. Wells were dug for 


drinking water, the Fields were plowed for food, work began at sunrise and ceased 
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at sunset; everyone was free and at ease; neither competing with each other nor 
scheming against each other, and no one was either glorified or humiliated. The 
wastelands had no paths or roads and the waterways no boats or bridges, and 
because there were no means of communication by land or water, people did not 
appropriate each other's property; no armies could be formed, and so people did 
not attack one another. Indeed since no one climbed up to seek out nests nor 
dived down to sift the waters of the deep, the phoenix nested under the eaves of 
the house and dragons disported in the garden pool. The ravening tiger could be 
trodden on, the poisonous snake handled. Men could wade through swamps 
without raising the waterfowl, and enter the woodlands without startling the Fox 
or the hare. Since no one even began to think of gaining power or seeking profit, 
no dire events or rebellions occurred; and as spears and shields were not in use, 
moats and ramparts did not have to be built. All creatures lived together in mystic 
unity, all of them merged in the Way (Tao). Since they were not visited by plague or 
pestilence, they could live out their lives and die a natural death. Their hearts being 
pure, they were devoid of cunning. Enjoying plentiful supplies of food, they 
strolled about with Full bellies. Their speech was not flowery, their behavior not 
ostentatious. How, then, could there have been accumulation of property such as 
to rob the people of their wealth, or severe punishments to trap and ensnare 
them? When this age entered on decadence, knowledge and cunning came into 
use. The Way and its Virtue having Fallen into decay, a hierarchy was established. 
Customary regulations for promotion and degradation and for profit and loss 
proliferated, ceremonial garments such as the [gentry's] sash and sacrificial cap 
and the imperial blue and yellow [robes for worshiping Heaven and Earth] were 


elaborated. Buildings of earth and wood were raised high into the sky, with the 
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beams and rafters painted red and green. The heights were overturned in quest of 
gems, the depths dived into in search of pearls; but however vast a collection of 
precious stones people might have assembled, it still would not have sufficed to 
satisfy their whims, and a whole mountain of gold would not have been enough to 
meet their expenditure, so sunk were they in depravity and vice, having 
transgressed against the Fundamental principles of the Great Beginning. Daily they 
became Further removed from the ways of their ancestors, and turned their back 
more and more upon a human being's original simplicity. Because they promoted 
the "worthy" to office, ordinary people strove for reputation, and because they 
prized material wealth, thieves and robbers appeared. The sight of desirable 
objects tempted true and honest hearts, and the display of arbitrary power and 
love of gain opened the road to robbery. So they made weapons with points and 
with sharp edges, and after that there was no end to usurpations and acts of 
aggression, and they were only afraid lest crossbows should not be strong enough, 
shields stout enough, lances sharp enough, and defences solid enough. Yet all this 
could have been dispensed with if there had been no oppression and violence from 


the start. 


Therefore it has been said: "Who could make scepters without spoiling the un- 
blemished jade? And how could altruism and righteousness be extolled unless the 
Way and its Virtue had perished?" Although tyrants such as Chieh and Chou were 
able to burn men to death, massacre their advisers, make mincemeat of the feudal 
lords, cut the barons into strips, tear out men's hearts and break their bones, and 
go to the furthest extremes of tyrannical crime down to the use of torture by 


roasting and grilling, however cruel they may by nature have been, how could they 
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have done such things if they had had to remain among the ranks of the common 
people? IF they gave way to their cruelty and lust and butchered the whole empire, 
it was because, as rulers, they could do as they pleased. As soon as the relationship 
between lord and subject is established, hearts become daily more filled with evil 
designs, until the manacled criminals sullenly doing forced labour in the mud and 
the dust are Full of mutinous thoughts, the Sovereign trembles with anxious fear in 
his ancestral temple, and the people simmer with revolt in the midst of their 
poverty and distress; and to try to stop them revolting by means of rules and 
regulations, or control them by means of penalties and punishments, is like trying 
to dam a river in Full flood with a handful of earth, or keeping the torrents of water 


back with one Finger. 


THE ANARCHIST MANIFESTO OF A FIRST CENTURY CYNIC JEW 


Overture 


In the beginning was the reason of the universe and the principle of existence. This 
was the beginning and this was god. This is why things happen and why there are 
things. Nothing happens apart from this and this is nothing. This is life and light 
and this is also absence of life and darkness. For there is no difference that is not 
part of a whole. Not everyone recognises this but some do, enlightened beings 
who share their wisdom. We are all children of this reason, progeny of existence. 
We do not have to do, say or believe anything to be this for it is just the case, the 
way Of all things. For life begets life, life Feeds on life in one great process. We are 


all oneness. Every branch grows from the same tree. This tree Feeds us even as we 
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Feed on it and all things draw their sustenance from the same source. Non-being 
gives birth to being and being Feeds on being before becoming non-being again. 
From this Fullness we all receive, all living things, grace upon grace with a bountiful 
compassion. No one has ever seen what sustains things but how things are makes 


such reason and existence known. 


Jesus, from Nazareth, appeared in Galilee and he said, “The kingdom of heaven is 
at hand.” He gathered some disciples to him, both male and female, and he would 


habitually teach them, saying: 


“Blessed are the poor, For yours is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed the hungry, for 
you will be fed. Blessed those who mourn, for you will be consoled. Love your 
enemies and pray for those persecuting you so that you may become sons and 
daughters of heaven; for the sun rises on the bad and on the good alike and the 
rains water both the just and unjust. Offer the one who slaps you on the cheek the 
other cheek as well; and give the person wanting to take you to court to get your 
shirt your coat as well. For the one who conscripts you For one mile, go with them a 
second mile. To the one who asks of you, give; and from the one who borrows, do 
not ask back what is yours. And the way you want people to treat you, that is how 
you should treat them. For if you only love those who love you, what reward do 
you have? Doesn’t pretty much anyone do the same thing? And if you lend to those 
from whom you hope to receive, what reward do you have? Everyone does that. 
Instead, be compassionate as the way of heaven is compassionate. Do not pass 
judgment in order not to be judged yourself. Your measure can easily be used to 


measure you too! Don’t be blind in order to lead the blind and so both end up 
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Falling down a hole. Do not find small Faults with others whilst leaving your own 
huge ones unexamined. Sort yourself out First and then you can concern yourself 
with others. Be aware that bad trees don’t bear good Fruit and neither does a good 
tree bear bad Fruit. The Fruit makes the tree known. You don’t get apples From 
orange trees or bananas from apple trees. Even so, the good bear good Fruit and 
the bad bear bad. And just like that from the human heart the mouth speaks. So 
the question is will you be like someone who builds their house on rock who, when 
rain and floods come, stands on a firm Foundation; or will you be like someone 
building on sand who ignores words of wisdom, goes their own stupid way, and 


their house Falls down?” 


One day someone came up to Jesus and said to him, “! will follow you wherever 
you go.” Jesus replied to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the sky have nests; 
but the human being does not have anywhere to lay their head.” But another said 
to him, “Master, permit me first to go and bury my Father.” However, Jesus replied, 


“Follow me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead.” 


Jesus was in the habit of sending out his Followers to the surrounding villages and 


he told them: 


“Look, | send you out like sheep in the midst of wolves. Don’t carry a purse, nor a 
knapsack, nor sandals, nor a staff, and greet no one on the road. IF you go into a 
house, first say, “Peace be upon this house”. IF someone peaceful is there, let your 
peace rest upon them; but if not, let your peace return to you. Stay at that house, 


eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the worker is worthy of their 
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reward. Do not move around from house to house. Whatever town you enter, 
where they take you in, eat what is set before you. Cure the sick there, and say to 
them, “The kingdom of heaven has come to you.” And remember, whoever takes 


you in takes each one of us in and even the kingdom of heaven.” 


To those who came to Jesus anxious about the circumstances of their lives he 


would say: 


“Do not place value in earthly treasures which can be defaced or ruined and where 
robbers can steal them. Instead, value for yourselves the treasures of heaven. For 
these cannot be defaced or ruined and robbers cannot steal them. Where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be also. So do not be anxious about your life, what 
you are to eat, nor about your body and what you will wear. Isn’t life more than 
Food and the body more than clothing? Consider the birds: They neither sow nor 
reap nor gather into barns and yet they are fed. Are you not better than the birds? 
And anyway, who of you, by being anxious, is able to suddenly make food appear? 
And why are you anxious about clothing? Observe how the flowers of the Field 
grow: They aren’t working like crazy to look that way but even the finest of us 
doesn’t look so good. If wild Flowers look so good all by themselves then there’s no 
need to worry about yourself either. So, do not be anxious, saying, “What are we to 
eat?” or, “What are we to drink?” or, “What are we to wear?” These are common 
concerns yet nature provides. Seek the kingdom of heaven and all these shall be 


granted to you.” 
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It was Jesus’ habitual practice to tell parables about the kingdom of heaven. For 


example, he would say: 


“The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed which a person took and threw into 
their garden. And it grew and developed into a tree and the birds of the sky nested 


in its branches.” 


Then again he would say: 


“The kingdom of heaven is like yeast which a woman took and hid in three 


measures of Flour until it was Fully fermented.” 


Another was: 


“A rich man had prepared a large Feast and invited many. When everything was 
ready he sent out a servant to call the people to his party. The servant went along 
to each invited guest in turn but first one declined because he had business to do, 
a second had things to do on his Farm and a third was preparing for a wedding. The 
servant went back to his master and told him what had happened whereupon he 
was hopping mad. Then, he turned to his servant and said, ‘Go out into the streets 


mn 


and invite whomsoever you find there, good and bad alike. 


One more was: 
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“There was a rich person who had a great deal of money. He said, ‘I shall invest my 
money so that | may sow, reap, plant, and Fill my storehouses with produce, that | 
may lack nothing.’ These were the things he was thinking in his heart, but that very 


nu 
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night he died. Anyone here with two ears had better listen 


And yet another was: 


“The kingdom of heaven is like a woman who was carrying a jar Full of meal. While 


she was walking along a distant road, the handle of the jar broke and the meal 


spilled behind her along the road. She didn't know it; she hadn't noticed a problem. 


When she reached her house, she put the jar down and discovered that it was 


empty.” 


One more example is: 


“The kingdom of heaven is like a person who wanted to kill someone powerful. 


While still at home he drew his sword and thrust it into the wall to find out 


whether his hand would go in. Then he killed the powerful one.” 


There were several things that Jesus used to proclaim to people he would meet. 


He would say: 


“The first will be last and the last will be First.” 
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“IF you exalt yourself you will be humbled and if you humble yourself you will be 


exalted.” 


“The one who finds their life will lose it but the one who loses their life will Find it.” 


“The one who does not hate their father and mother cannot follow me and the one 


who does not hate son and daughter cannot Follow me.” 


“Salt is good; but if salt loses its saltiness how will it become salty again? Its not Fit 


for the earth or the dung heap. It gets thrown away.” 


“No one can serve two masters; for a person will either hate the one and love the 


other or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve Heaven 


and Mammon.” 


“IF someone sins against you, rebuke them; and if they repent, Forgive them. And if 


they sin against you seven times, also Forgive them seven times.” 


“The kingdom of heaven does not come visibly. Nor can one say, ‘Look, here!’ or, 


‘Look, there!’ for the kingdom of heaven is within you!” 


Regarding the presence of the kingdom of heaven Jesus had more to say when he 


used to say the Following things: 
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“IF your leaders say to you, 'Look, the kingdom is in the sky,' then the birds of the 
sky will precede you. IF they say to you, ‘It is in the sea,’ then the Fish will precede 


you. Rather, the kingdom of heaven is within you and it is outside you.” 


"Know what is in Front of your Face, and what is hidden From you will be disclosed 


to you.” 


"IF you do not fast From the world, you will not Find heaven. IF you do not observe 


the sabbath as a sabbath you will not see the kingdom." 


"Be passersby." 


"Congratulations to the person who has toiled and has Found life." 


"Those who know all, but are lacking in themselves, are utterly lacking." 


"IF you bring Forth what is within you, what you have will save you. IF you do not 


have that within you, what you do not have within you will kill you." 


"There are many standing at the door, but those who are alone will enter the bridal 


suite." 


“One day some disciples of Jesus came to him and asked him: ‘Do you want us to 


fast? How should we pray? Should we give to charity? What diet should we 


observe?’ Jesus replied, ‘Don't lie, and don't do what you hate, because all things 
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are disclosed before heaven. After all, there is nothing hidden that will not be 


mn 


revealed, and there is nothing covered up that will remain undisclosed. 


"You see the sliver in your friend's eye, but you don't see the timber in your own 
eye. When you take the timber out of your own eye, then you will see well enough 


to remove the sliver From your friend's eye." 


"The Pharisees and the scholars have taken the keys of knowledge and have 
hidden them. They have not entered nor have they allowed those who want to 


enter to do so. As for you, be as sly as snakes and as simple as doves." 


His disciples said to him, "is circumcision useful or not?" He said to them, "IF it were 
useful, their Father would produce children already circumcised From their mother. 


Rather, the true circumcision in spirit has become profitable in every respect." 


Would you have knowledge of the kingdom of heaven? Jesus said: 


"The person old in days won't hesitate to ask a little child seven days old about the 
place of life, and that person will live. For many of the First will be last, and will 


become a single one." 


“The person is like a wise Fisherman who cast his net into the sea and drew it up 
From the sea full of little Fish. Among them the wise Fisherman discovered a Fine 
large fish. He threw all the little fish back into the sea, and easily chose the large 


Fish. Anyone here with two good ears had better listen!” 
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"| will give you what no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, what no hand has 


touched, what has not arisen in the human heart." 


“Nursing babies are like those who enter the kingdom of heaven." 


"Whoever has something in hand will be given more, and whoever has nothing will 


be deprived of even the little they have." 


“Whoever among you becomes a child will recognize the kingdom of heaven.” 


"A person cannot mount two horses or bend two bows. And a slave cannot serve 
two masters, otherwise that slave will honor the one and offend the other. Nobody 
drinks aged wine and immediately wants to drink young wine. Young wine is not 
poured into old wineskins, or they might break, and aged wine is not poured into a 
new wineskin, or it might spoil. An old patch is not sewn onto a new garment, since 


it would create a tear." 


"Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs Heaven's kingdom." 


"| disclose my mysteries to those who are worthy of my mysteries. Do not let your 


left hand know what your right hand is doing." 


“The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant who had a supply of merchandise and 


found a pearl. That merchant was prudent; he sold the merchandise and bought 


the single pearl for himself. So also with you, seek his treasure that is unfailing, 
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that is enduring, where no moth comes to eat and no worm destroys." 


"Why have you come out to the countryside? To see a reed shaken by the wind? 
And to see a person dressed in soft clothes, like your rulers and your powerful 


ones? They are dressed in soft clothes, and they cannot understand truth." 


"Let the one who has become wealthy reign, and let one who has power renounce 


iE 


"Whoever is near me is near the fire, and whoever is Far from me is Far from the 


kingdom of heaven." 


"Come to me, for my yoke is comfortable and my lordship is gentle, and you will 


Find rest for yourselves." 


"IF you have money, don't lend it at interest. Rather, give it to someone from whom 


you won't get it back." 


"Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; | myself shall become that 


person, and the hidden things will be revealed to him." 


“The kingdom of heaven is like a person who had a treasure hidden in his Field but 
did not know it. And when he died he left it to his son. The son did not know about 
it either. He took over the Field and sold it. The buyer went plowing, discovered the 


treasure, and began to lend money at interest to whomever he wished.” 
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"Let one who has found the world, and has become wealthy, renounce the world." 


Saying that “Wisdom is vindicated by all her children,” Jesus would argue that it is 
just as bad to be angry and disaffected with someone as it is to kill them; that you 
should reconcile with people rather than be at odds with them; that to burn with 
lust over someone is just as bad as adultery; that to make oaths is needless and 
worse than simple honesty; that an eye for an eye is not justice but that unstinting 
generosity is better; that you should love your neighbours and your enemies 
equally. In all things you should be as perfect as the way of heaven. Summing this 


up, he said, “Go and learn what ‘I desire mercy not sacrifices’ means.” 


The Following story is told about Jesus: 


“Once, as Jesus was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, 
and asked him, ‘Good Teacher, what must | do to inherit eternal life?’ Jesus said to 
him, ‘Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know the 
commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall 
not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honour your 
father and mother.’ He said to him, ‘Teacher, | have kept all these since my youth.’ 
Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you 
own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then 
come, follow me.’ When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, For 


he had many possessions. 
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Then Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, ‘How hard it will be For those 
who have wealth to enter the kingdom of heaven!’ And the disciples were 
perplexed at these words. But Jesus said to them again, ‘Children, how hard it is to 
enter the kingdom of heaven! It is easier For a camel to go through the eye of a 


needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven.” 


Afterword 


By any measure, the man called Jesus was no ordinary, anonymous man. Don’t 
believe me? Well, you’ve heard of him and, considering he was just some first 
century Jewish Galilean repair man, at least according to one report, that’s some 
pretty good going already. In another series of books, six so far, | have discussed 
him, and the literature about him, in much more detail than | can here in this 
context. Yet the two series of books intersect in the matter of Jesus of Nazareth 
For my conclusion in the other series was that Jesus was a kind of Cynic Jew and 
some of the evidence for that is contained in the overture above. [Much more is 
contained in particularly books 3 and 5 of the other series.] My historical argument 
is that Jesus was a kind of Cynic - like Diogenes - but a Jewish kind. Cynics, as | have 
already claimed several times throughout this series of books, were amongst the 
First kinds of people we might label anarchists today. Hence the relevance of Jesus 
to an anarchist handbook: he, too, was a kind of anarchist and in the sayings and 
stories above we have some of his anarchist manifesto as it has been 


unintentionally passed on by others. 
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So | admit that my identification of Jesus as anarchist rests in no small amount on 
the similarities between him as he is presented there and a recognisable Cynic 
practice. They are remarkably similar without being suspiciously identical. Yet 
Jesus, of course, was not trying to be an anarchist - no such idea probably existed 
at the time - and | am not even convinced he was consciously trying to be a Cynic 
either. Probably, he thought he was being a good Jew [a thing to be, at that time, 
which involved both religious and political views as we judge these things today]. 
But he does not need to be trying to be either a Cynic or an anarchist to be usefully 
understood as them or in comparison to them. Here we are dealing in an 
understanding of the content about him, and a plausible historical understanding 
of it, rather than trying to tell people what was in his head, something only he 
could ever tell us. In this respect, it doesn’t matter what was in his head. It matters 
if anarchism makes sense of his reported words and actions. To this end, a little 


Cynic refresher course might be in order. 


IF, for example, we consider a popular anthology of the Cynics such as Robert 
Dobbin’s The Cynic Philosophers from Diogenes to Julian what do we learn about 
this way of life and the thought associated with it? In this book Dobbin gives a 
concise introduction to the Cynics in terms of their ethics and values and the key 
themes which identify them to others before sketching out biographies of a list of 
Cynic notables of whom, of course, the most important, the Cynic icon himself, 
Diogenes ‘the Dog’, is paramount. [Interestingly, and perhaps surprisingly, Dobbin 
also makes reference to ‘The historical Jesus as a Jewish Cynic’ here too.] 
Thereafter, Dobbin anthologizes a concatenation of ancient texts relevant to 


Cynics and Cynicism to give readers a Feel for this phenomenon. 
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However, the question immediately needs to be asked if ‘Cynicism’ is so easily 
pinned down or if, in Fact, it is more a Fact of ‘the Cynics’ as a matter of individual 
Cynic performance rather than ‘Cynicism’ as a movement. Disparity between the 
actions and beliefs of individual Cynics, albeit that betray Familial similarities, is, in 
Fact, one of its most profound legacies. Cynics weren’t copies of each other and we 
shouldn’t expect them to be. In his work writing of the lives of ancient 
philosophers, for example, the chronicler Diogenes Laertius makes this point 
himself when he discusses the “doctrines found among Cynics in general, working 
on the presumption that Cynicism really is a distinctive school of philosophy and 
not — as some maintain — just a way of life.” | myself would Fall at that end of the 
spectrum which regards it more as an anarchistic “way of life” than a “school of 
philosophy”. This is because Cynicism had no tests to pass to become a Cynic and 
Cynics did not have doctrines but only practices. One did not go anywhere to “learn 
“Cynicism” - unless it was back to the wild where you simply did it. Indeed, Cynics 
are, in Fact, autodidacts and the normal Cynic mode of learning was observation of 
nature and the use of your God-given reason [whichever God that happened to be 
in your culture] to learn From what you observed. That said, students of the ancient 
Cynics still manage to fettle From these disparate individuals [and often they were 
individuals although even this is not uniform] a set of markers which, in cross 
referencing them, leads us to those we might describe as ‘Cynic’. Such a list goes 


something like this: 


*reversal of values 


*acceptance of suffering and an attitude of endurance 


*imagining the way to the blessing of contentment has been found [where this 
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involves both justice and virtue] 

*a simplicity of existence 

*askesis 

*an attitude which defaces the currency of civilisation 

*renouncing of money, possessions, Fame and power 

*having a philosophy that is a lifestyle rather than a set of beliefs 

*a withdrawal From traditional institutions and disinterest in them as entities 
*acting with the licence of the outsider 

*eulogizing poverty 

*self-sufficiency 

*detachment From civic and economic society 

*living with nature 

*bold speech 

*being regarded by the populace as “wise” and as acting out of a moral reason 
*a distinctive dress of cloak, bag and staff 


*a performative, educating purpose to their existence 


This is not meant to be a technical essay about Jesus yet it would be my suggestion 
that IF we cross reference Jesus and his movement [for, in reality, there was a small 
community of such people] with the Cynics using the texts | have presented above 
then we get a goodly amount of interaction between them and such markers of 
the Cynic as | have referenced here from a reading of Dobbin’s book about the 
Cynics. OF course, there is much more to it than this. Yet if you read about Jesus in 
the texts | have quoted above, or even directly From the most relevant historical 


sources which have placed the historical man into their chosen literary frameworks, 
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you get a guy wandering about with people he has collected along the way who 
talks about “the kingdom of heaven”. They are detached from society, seemingly 
without homes, jobs or even families [perhaps because Jesus insisted they choose 
between them and his movement]. They have a simplicity of existence and a self- 
sufficiency and imagine the world turned on its head where the poor have a 
kingdom [of heaven] and the riches of the rich count for nothing. They seem, to all 
intents and purposes, like outsiders and probably want to be because their 
lifestyles are an expression of their rejection of the economic, social and political 
world as others order it. This doesn’t make it easy on them but they face the 
consequent hardship with endurance and as an askesis. They are itinerants and 
they give up what they have even as Jesus encourages them to do exactly that. 
They regard this as virtuous and as a better way to live and Jesus seems to teach it 
as such. Their Faces are turned towards a direct relationship with “the kingdom of 
heaven” in a way that no human being mediates. This gives them a complete lack 
of interest in earthly authorities and powers and a radicalised concept of how one 
person relates to another and towards the kingdom they claim to be involved with 
which is now the sole context of their existence. This, as can perhaps be seen, 
unites the social, the spiritual, the political and the philosophical under one 


anarchist rubric. 


This is only a brief discussion of something books can be written about but that is 
deliberately so so that you may focus more on the texts above which report what 
Jesus said rather than my narrative about it. My argument is, if you appraise this 
material, that it is plausibly a Form of anarchism, an anarchistic manifesto of a 


lifestyle and practice that was suited to a small group of people around Jesus in 
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the 20s of the First Century in Galilee. It is a lifestyle in which Jesus and his group 
detach from society [to form their own?] and teach values and practices 
antithetical and contrary to it. The regular authorities of the time, political as well 
as religious, are not so much acknowledged here as ignored, bypassed by the 
passersby. What we have is the beginnings of an evolutionary form of anarchism, 
one which bypasses contemporary authorities because their authority is no longer 
recognised. [This, by the way, | see as inspirational as an anarchist strategy. Rather 
than Fighting authorities, you simply ignore them and deny them their power.] In 
what he did, Jesus, together with his community [by which | do not mean anyone 
called “Christian” For this occurred before Christianity had ever happened], was 
intending to make them irrelevant by growing a community which evolved beyond 
and without them. This, of course, is not the Christian narrative and neither is it the 
narrative of those who would later go on to do things, so they claimed, in Jesus’ 
name. But that is not his fault. Or his problem. | ask only that you read texts like 
the ones | have quoted above to see what you make of this radical, anarchist Jesus 


and the anarchist, community message implicit and explicit in his words. 


ANARCHISM IS NOT SOCIALISM AND ITS NOT CIVILISATION 


| have been reading the works of two differing anarchists, the American Lucy 
Parsons and the Italian Errico Malatesta. Both are regarded by modern students of 
anarchism as genuine anarchist voices From the past. But when | read them | have 
problems and they are problems | have with those who conceive of anarchism 
generally as a matter of human, political action generally. These problems are not 


concerned with their words condemning the actions of government and the human 
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lack of need for such an entity. Both equally well expose government as the 
exploiter of the many for the benefit of the privileged few, and for the capitalist 
class in particular, equally well. Both show how government and corruption by 
capital interests are unavoidable bedfellows just the same. On this, we have no 


disagreement. 


It is, however, when we come to what replaces this in their various rhetorics that 
the differences emerge. Parsons, for example, talks about our need to be 
“civilised” as if “civilisation”, and the values of such a thing, were our friend. 
Malatesta, on the other hand, whilst keen to remove the yoke of government, is 
equally keen to replace it with another yoke called “solidarity” or, in other places, 
“voluntary solidarity” although, in that latter Formulation, it is not clear that this is 
voluntary since, throughout his 1891 pamphlet “Anarchy”, he seems to argue for its 
necessity in replacing government in society rather than our ability to forego it. 
Indeed, Malatesta in that same document suggests that the “freedom” he and 
anarchists like him want is “not an absolute metaphysical, abstract Freedom”, 
something which he imagines can be perverted into oppression, but the freedom 
“which is the conscious community of interests”. Malatesta imagines that if we had 
this then we would have the freedom which is each member of society chipping in 


and doing their bit quite willingly and cooperatively. 


Yet my mind goes back to one of my imagined forebears in spiritual and 
philosophical anarchism - Diogenes the Cynic. Judged by the civilised and - let us 
speak plainly - socialist standards of Lucy Parsons and Errico Malatesta was 


Diogenes, who defaced coinage, took advantage of whatever natural food and 
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shelter he could Find and lived a mostly solitary life [albeit he mingled with others] 
an anarchist? By their standards, no. But this then becomes exactly the point at 
issue and that point is the values involved. There is a certain type of anarchist - 
Malatesta and Parsons may well be two examples of such - For whom anarchism is 
basically socialism and for such people these two are not so much constant 
bedfellows as they are regarded as the same thing. | am not one of these people 
and, for me, anarchism neither implies nor requires socialism - nor is socialism 
necessarily anarchism at all. There are obvious 20th century examples of why this is 
so. Russia and the Soviet Union, for example, might have been socialist but this was 
not anarchism. And, to be honest, | find it just as hard to imagine how state 
socialism, which is what any socialism founded on the basis of national borders 


would be, is any kind of anarchism at all. 


Yet this is not the root of the problem. For the root of the problem we need to go 
beyond the reordering of the deckchairs on the Titanic of society that those such 
as Parsons and Malatesta undertake. Such people survey society and see 
oppression, poverty, squalor, the domination, economic and political, of some by 
others, and they condemn it as unjust, unnecessary and unconscionable. | am with 
such people entirely when they do that and largely For the reasons that they give. 
A modern, capitalist state is an engine of exploitation that aims to profit a Few at 
the expense of the many and no genuine anarchist could stomach its continuance 
For any longer than it takes to replace it. However, for all its many irredeemable 
Faults, such a political organisation of society has obviously had certain 
consequences. It has created a certain kind of civilisation, the kind we see around 


us today. Indeed, such states have been precisely the process of ever deeper and 
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more thoroughgoing “civilisationing” of human society. This has created not just 
certain material conditions as the contexts for increasing numbers of lives but a 
whole raft of expectations - civilised expectations - which certain self-proclaimed 
anarchists have then seemed to take up and take over as if these were to be 
incorporated in something properly called anarchism. Diogenes had expressed 
anarchism as a rejection of civilisation at the level of a 4th century BCE Greek city 
state. In recent centuries, we’ve had anarchists who wanted to anarchise 19th, 20th 


and 21st century civilisation rather than to replace or ignore it. 


In order not to be misunderstood at this point | should like to make it plain that, 
contrary to notable anarchists of past and present, people like Parsons and 
Malatesta, | want to question if the anarchist progress we seek is simply a matter 
of the political reorganisation of society For the purpose of retaining the imagined 
benefits of civilisation but by means more politically palatable and justifiable. 
Should government be kicked out and “solidarity” [which is really Malatesta’s word 
For socialism] be put in its place, are we any better off? Are we more Free? Is this 
anarchy? What, to question Lucy Parsons, has being “civilised” got to do with any of 
this when someone like Diogenes [and perhaps also the proto-Daoists] would have 
told us that being civilised was exactly the problem? Is there a place here for the 
naive idealisms of those who would tell us that, were human beings set free From 
the yoke of government, a sentimental Feeling would descend upon them and then 
all human beings together would suddenly work as one for the good of all, old 
enmities Forgotten and old values set aside? It is true to say that both Parsons and 
Malatesta point out that a good deal of education might need to take place before 


such things could be achieved - and surely both do realise that people are 
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educated primarily by that which they become used to - but a fundamental 
question remains in place for both of them and all those like them who see 
anarchism as the work of political reorganisation of society: does your kind of 
freedom give me, and any others, the freedom to ignore the context you wish to 
impose upon things and to mind our own business? Those who care about political 
organisation will, it seems to me, insist on their preferred options for they are 
saying its something we must determine, create and keep in place. Such things are 


a Form of civilisation. 


So, as | read Parsons and Malatesta, | am not always so sure that their version of 
freedom leaves us what | would call anarchistically free. They both seem to want a 
de facto political organisation to be the case in the world. They both configure the 
world socially and want to determine the context for social interaction taking place 
to provide for the needs of human beings. In short, they both, and certainly not 
only they in the history of political anarchism, imagine civilisation continuing, if in 
ways more politically suitable to their tastes. They are, | think, thinking of people 
as classes and imagining the world based on what they regard as the right 
relationships between these classes. They have become obsessed with a certain 
kind of political theorising, one that focuses on a socialist/capitalist binary 
opposition. This is their first, and a Fatal, mistake, one the Daoists of old did not 
imagine when they imagined the Daoist idyll, as they sometimes did. Their thinking 
has been shaped by the world of their experience and its values in a way they 
might not have realised so that what civilisation wants they want too - but just by 


better means, as they see it. 
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Yet people are not classes. People are individuals. People may think for 
themselves, act For themselves and decide their own needs and priorities in life For 
themselves. Indeed, most of us would imagine some kind of coercion to be taking 
place where such things were inhibited. Civilisation has told people that certain 
standards and certain things are things that they should expect to have and be 
induced to want and, in some but not all cases, anarchists, perhaps persuaded by 
the need to have a convincing rhetoric For civilised people, seem to want them too. 
But | can’t go along with them. Civilisation, its values and its tendencies, are the 
problem and not the solution. An anarchised civilisation is a contradiction in terms. 
Its anarchy or civilisation, as the first anarchists suggested, and not anarchy and 
civilisation. You can’t have anarchy and an organised economy for anarchy says 
things will organise themselves without it being any kind of organisation at all. So 
you might have to choose between anarchy and Netflix rather than imagining you 
can have both. You might have to do without mobile communications devices if 
you want social justice and equality. You might have to source your own food and 
maintain your own shelter and do without wasting your time watching You Tube 


videos if you want an end to government. 


| am, of course, suggesting that anarchism, anarchistically configured, does not 
concern itself with the world. That, in Fact, is exactly what the anarchy of nature is 
[and so often the anarchy of those taking their cues From nature as the first 
anarchists did]. It is not concerned with how things turn out for everyone or the 
prosecution of an ideologically acceptable plan For the world. It has no plan: it just 
takes place For it is not civilised. It is at odds with that kind of anarchism which is a 


political motivation for the pursuance of social and organisational goals. Anarchy 
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has no goals and anarchism is merely the practice of life where one is free - and not 
least free From civilisation and its centralising tendencies. In this, | have no doubt 
that human solidarity would be a good thing in many cases and | don’t think that, in 
every case, “civilised” values are uniformly bad. Yet neither do | think that these 
are things that should be mandated or should be goals. There shouldn’t be any 
goals: this is anarchy! IF any given person is not free to not want what you want, to 
not act as someone else prescribes, than | see no anarchy here. | see the coerced 
compromises of civilisation [even a socialist civilisation!] which become the 
hegemonies of a privileged Few or the Forced customs of collectives - and | see 
both as equally undesirable. So anarchism for me is the dissolution of borders and 
the annihilation of countries and the concept of nationality. It is a revaluing of all 
values, as Nietzsche described it, because anarchism is, First and Foremost, a matter 
of values and not of politics and political organisation. It is about each person at 
the personal level and not about how people are organised when thought of as 
groups or classes of person. Anarchy, first of all, is the situation we as living human 
beings are in, a state and condition of our existence, and not something we may or 
may not create. Anarchism that rushes straight to how society is politically ordered 
is more concerned with ideological organisation than anarchy’s disorder as order. It 
is anarchism that has forgotten that no leaders means no leadership except that 


which each being has as a part of its own constitution. 


But now you're scared because my anarchism seems a lot more anarchic than 
yours. Its dangerous and not safe. Its anarchy that you don’t control! [What else 
would anarchy be?!] You might actually have to take responsibility For the whole of 


your life under my description of such an anarchism. The safety net is hard to see 
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here. But did Diogenes talk about a safety net? Did Zhuangzi imagine us worrying 
about medical care For society? Civilisation does that, promising you long life and 
peace so long as you participate in its game. Do you believe this lie it cannot 
demonstrate in practice? Anarchy and anarchism, on the other hand, now becomes 
the spiritual and philosophical thing | have been claiming all along it is exactly 
because of this: it is a matter of differing values. Its a matter of asking what your 
life is and how it comes to be and you can’t go any Further with anarchy and 
anarchism until you have answered this question. Many, of course, well known 
anarchists included, never ask this question and assume that civilisation, and the 
values it promotes and supposes, is what life is all about: what it provides, an 
imagined anarchist society should also provide. Therefore, such people never 
question if civilisation has got life right or not and neither do they ask how 
civilising activities have shaped and affected the people it has maintained and 
supported. Yet its exactly this that the spiritual and philosophical anarchists do put 
in question. Is life about its length, as a civilised person might maintain, or its 
quality regardless of length, as a spiritual and philosophical anarchist might 
maintain, for example? Is it about “social wealth”, as the civilised Malatesta 
suggests, or individual freedom in a world that is a natural anarchy, as a spiritual 


and philosophical anarchist might suggest? 


Be of no doubt that where you land in answering these questions will determine 
what values you have. For me, anarchism must be more thoroughgoing than 
wanting to supply the same kind of life to people, albeit one with more equal 
distribution of resources in a world more free of coercion, on better political 


terms. As | have already described it, this type of anarchism seems little more than 
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reorganising deckchairs on the Titanic so that everybody gets a bit more of the sun 
on the way down. This, it seems to me, whilst not a bad outcome, is an inadequate 
one and one in which anarchism is reduced to a political theory and so restricted 
from being genuine anarchism. As my metaphor suggests, its an epic missing of the 
point. Such a genuine anarchism would be an anarchism of values and goals, a real 
freedom rather than a freedom to be told to live in another way that isn’t like the 
old way you were told to live in before. Enforced socialism is no more anarchism 
than statism, government or capitalism is. Genuine anarchism is self-knowledge, 
self-education and self-determination, albeit in a world where you are not the only 


thing that exists. 


You might reply that socialist civilisation is better than capitalist civilisation though 
and | wouldn’t really disagree. But I’m an anarchist and not a socialist and 
anarchism is not socialism! | believe in Freedom pushed to its farthest possibilities 
and that means freedom from societal values, From civilising, as much as it means 
freedom to share values with others. It means freedom from the centralising 
tendencies of the socialist human being as much as the capitalist one and we may 
note here that both might equally want “civilisation”, regardless of their other 
profound differences, for civilisation services both equally well. It means noting 
that civilisation itself is Far from a benign outcome of human existence and activity, 
one that has, in myriad ways, produced multiple forms of harm. Even as | write this 
there is a global panic about Covid-19, a corona virus, the spread of which has been 
magnified and enabled many times over by the existence of civilisation even whilst 
that same civilisation argues over how, or even whether, to stop its spread. This 


has all been made incredibly more complicated by civilised people’s need to carry 
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on with their civilised lives, the Form of life many of them are now entrapped 
within in their metropolitan existences. Numerous civilised people have hoarded 


nu 
! 


supplies leaving the most vulnerable with little or nothing. “Yay!” for civilised 
values and the world it has created by creating networks people could take 
advantage of in order to hoard. Such forced centralisation, a by-product of the 
civilisation project, has endangered us all. It is not clear that socialism would have 


saved us either although in more socially-minded countries they seem to have got 


it under control better than those not so socially-minded. 


This is but one current example and | encourage everyone to think about 
civilisation and the pitfalls of its existence and the problems it creates. They are 
things at least some anarchist forebears thought were destructive of a proper 
humanity. | also encourage people to compare it to the anarchism of actionless 
action that | have spoken to in my series of books on the subject of anarchy. My 
argument here, as part of that wider argument, has been that anarchism is not 
socialism even though anarchists may choose to act socially or even out of social 
concern. It has also been that anarchy and civilisation are two very different and, in 
my view, incompatible things. IF you look at the characteristics of anarchy as | have 
discussed it in Four books it is not something deliberately organised with set aims 
and purposes or desired outcomes. Anarchy, and so any anarchism that models its 
manner of operation, has no desired outcomes but simply enables only the 


outcomes that can, at any given time and place, happen. 


Accepting this would, no doubt, require a change of mind in a great many who now 


consider themselves anarchists yet who would also not like to lose the relatively 
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comfortable, civilised lifestyles that they have been in receipt of thanks to 
civilisation - if they can help it at all. Unfortunately, though, they must choose. This 
is because anarchism, whilst being about the exploited workers on poverty wages 
and the corporate conglomerates who want to poison your land so that its 
executives can become billionaires, is also about whether having a mobile phone is 
compatible with social justice or if owning luxury possessions is compatible with 
the world taking place as it can without desire or intention. | think its not and so | 
see civilisation and anarchy as antagonistic as Diogenes did and as the first Daoists 
did, those who placed simplicity Far above civilisation - thought of as values. They 
were those who thought the antidote to civilisation's ills was simplicity. So | see 
civilisation as the problem rather than, as sadly all too many do, as the standard. 
And so | see authentic anarchist living, the practice of an anarchist life, as not 
something that civilisation gets to define or standardise. “Peace comes from 
within. Do not seek it without,” The Buddha is reported to have said. Doing so, it 
seems to me, he suggested that organising the world, even in ways we might 
imagine better, is not our concern. And besides, it will organise itself anyway along 
much more properly uncivilised, anarchist lines. All by itself. That is what | think 


Cynics and Daoists alike once understood very well. 


And its the only way it can. 
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ANARCHIST LITURGY IV: MIND INSCRIPTIONS 


INSCRIPTION ONE 


What mind is like does not come up: 
Why try to Find it? 

Originally there is no teaching: 

Why talk about smoke and Fire? 
Backwards and forwards, 

Holding on to what you've known: 
Stop it! 

These things are a waste of time. 

In a quiet place where you can see, 


Find out For yourself. 


The past is empty. 

Attached to knowing, 

You only get confused. 

IF you think you understand, 

You're only seeing darkness. 

With an obstructed mind, 

No teaching passes through. 

But if things come and go as they may, 


What deception can then pass? 
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Existence and non-existence are the same 
And each become illuminated in turn. 

IF you want clarity of mind 

Use the effort of no-mind. 

When extremes are not emphasised 


This is the most penetrating point. 


Know teaching without knowing; 

Not knowing is all the knowing you need. 
IF you hope to keep your mind still, 

You are still sick. 

Simply living and dying without desire: 


This is original nature. 


How things fit together is not a matter of discussion, 


Being neither this nor that. 


IF you want to live and act in understanding and harmony, 


Live in the moment always. 
IF that moment is nothing, 


Be completely in that nothing. 


Don’t waste your time creating an order of things: 


This is the mysterious void. 
Thoughts come and go, 


Don’t bother with “before” and “after”. 
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One thought leads to another, 


Nothing more to say! 


In all worlds there is nothing, 

No mind, no enlightenment. 

Every being has a mind without thinking 

And nowhere is where such a mind emerges. 
Distinguishing between ordinary Folks and sages 


Only leads to trouble! 


Calculating and scheming all the time 

Is like looking for truth by ignoring what you've learned. 
By ceasing your need to control good and bad 
Illumination will Fill you up. 

There’s no need to be clever 


When you need only think like a child. 


With your sharpest intelligence 

You see how error-strewn opinions 
Insidiously percolate the world. 
Don’t look for anything, 

Be quiet, 

In a dark place without moving. 
Your sharpest intelligence won't lie. 


In a dark, quiet place 
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Comes the brightest light! 


Everything that is, is the case, 
A network of existence. 
Regardless of events, stay still: 
Don’t grasp at things. 

There’s nowhere to go 

And no one’s going there! 
Don’t hold; 

Don't scatter; 

Don’t delay; 

Don’t be sickly; 

A quiet illuminating of things as they happen 


Without words to explain it! 


Remember this without looking For specifics. 

Don't try to limit your nature by seeking this and not that. 
Such discriminating is empty, 

So just let it come and go as it pleases. 

No clean and dirty, 


No shallow and deep. 


A beginning but no “then”, 


A continuance but no “now”. 


A fiction of abiding dissolved 
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Leads to original mind. 

Waking up 

Does not require holding on to anything. 
What does not exist 


Does not require you to do anything to get rid of it. 


Wisdom is self-illuminating, 

All teachings return to this point. 
Without coming back to them, 
Devoid of attainment, 

Detach from perceptions 


And cease to grasp for things. 


The one mind-nature 
That does not deceive 

Is originally balanced. 

It tames and corrects; 

It cannot be led astray. 

It is not arising 

Yet neither is it the same 
As the sense Faculties. 

It Follows the way of all things, 
Fits into all situations 
And keeps itself to itself. 


It is the awakening 
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That is not awakening. 
It is awake 


When it is no longer awakening. 


There are two extremes: 

But who can call them “good” and “bad”? 
What seems to exist 

Originally did not; 


Non-existent and unmade. 


The mind that knows isn’t mind; 
No sickness and no medicine. 
Are you confused? 

Let go of the Fiction of things. 
That's all it takes! 

Since there’s no grasping, 


Don’t throw things away either. 


“Is” is misleading language; 

Who can really say what exists? 

How can language use make something the case? 
“Emptiness” is the expression of something 

Resembling appropriateness. 

But you shouldn’t try to extinguish your errors of thought: 


Just let your thinking go. 
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No-mind causes thinking to cease; 


Mind is extinguished with non-action. 


Emptiness is not to be investigated, 


It does its own illuminating. 


Banishing life and death 

Is a matter of mystery 

With open eyes 

Seeing what arises. 

Letting things come and go, 
Mind disappears. 

Objects being erased, 

Each collapses into the other. 
One is quieted, 

And then the next: 

One and the same. 

When they no longer arise 
There is only 

Quietness, 

Calmness, 

Illuminated Emptiness. 

You are awake 

With a mind like pure water. 
Nature is stupid 


Without “near” or “Far”. 
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Approving and disapproving 
Are never-ending, 

Without Fixed address. 
Night is like day, 

And day is like night. 

Don’t think about it again. 
You might seem like a fool, 
Stubborn and pedantic, 

To those outside. 

But inside your mind is 
Empty of all truths. 
Strength is not responding 
To the outside 

Without being deceived 

By “inside” or “seeing”. 
Everything just appears, 

In all, 


Through all. 


Thinking leads to turmoil and darkness. 

Natural motion of movement and ceasing drains it away. 
This is the only way to all the teachings. 

And then there is nothing remaining: 

Overwhelming wisdom, 


Emptiness, 
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Nothing. 
Awake but not awakened; 


Emptiness without a narrative. 


Nothing to refer to and no place to rest. 


Illuminated emptiness. 


A feeling of peace and quietness 
That does not arise. 

Eternal; 

A broad, vast liberation. 

It is anything, 

Always a harmony, 

Wisdom is its everlasting sun, 


A bright extinction. 


Things can be explained 


But don’t make the mistakes of fictionalising 


As the human mind loves to do 
In its own manufactured terms. 
Instead, 

Close your eyes, 

Rest in emptiness. 

The most pleasant way, 

The most peaceful nature, 


Is in things as they are; 
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Without doing, 

Without attaining, 

Without “Self”. 

Arising and not-arising always exist, 
But here the wise know: 


There is nothing that can possibly be explained. 


INSCRIPTION TWO 


The Way that is over all isn’t difficult 
Provided there is no picking and choosing. 
Freed from love and hate, 

There will be revelation and understanding. 
Yet even a hair's breadth 

Sets heaven and earth apart; 

IF you want the Way to appear 


Have no fixed thoughts for or against. 


Liking this and disliking that, for and against, 

Is the disease of the mind. 

Without understanding the mystery of the Way, 
Peace of mind is disturbed For nothing. 

The Way is complete, like great space, 

Nothing lacking and nothing superfluous. 


Discriminating and choosing, 
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You lose sight of its nature. 


Don’t get tied up in entangling appearances; 
Don’t dwellin the contextless void; 

In the peaceful oneness 

Confusing dualisms vanish by themselves. 
Striving to gain peace by stopping activity, 
Makes that peace ever more active. 

Stuck in the duality, 


How can you realise oneness? 


Failing to understand the oneness, 
Leads to a double loss; 

Banishing existence only asserts it, 
Asserting emptiness only denies it. 
Words and intellect, 

Lead us further from the Way; 

Cut these out 


And we can pass freely everywhere. 


It is at the root that we gain the meaning; 
Pursuing externals Fails to illuminate. 

To be enlightened within, 

Is to go beyond the void-world confronting us. 


Transformations in the void-world 
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Appear real because of ignorance. 
Not seeking the real, 


Just extinguish your opinions. 


Avoid dualistic views, 

Be careful not to pursue them. 
Right and Wrong scatters the mind 
And it is lost. 

Two comes from one, 

But don’t even keep the one. 

A mind undisturbed 


Leads to all things offering no offence. 


No offence offered and no “all things”, 
No disturbance and no mind, 

Subject extinguished with object, 
Object extinguished with the subject. 
Object is the object of the subject; 
Subject the subject of the object; 
Experience the relativity of the two 


Resting ultimately on one Emptiness. 


In one Emptiness two become one, 


Each in itself all things; 


Without discrimination of this and that 
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How can prejudice arise? 

The Great Way is calm and broad, 

Nothing is easy For it and nothing difficult, 
With narrow views and doubts, 


Haste will slow you down. 


Attachment never works out appropriately, 

Mind takes a deviant path; 

In spontaneity things Follow their own courses, 

Neither departing nor abiding. 

According with nature, you are in concord with the Way, 
Wandering calmly, free From vexation. 

But when thoughts are tied up you depart From reality, 


Its as bad as sinking into a stupor. 


With unsound thoughts, the spirit is troubled; 
Then what use is partiality and onesidedness? 
IF you want to walk the way of the one path 
Don’t be put off by the senses. 

With no aversion to the senses, 

You become one with enlightenment; 

Wise non-action is not bound up; 

Cosmic law and order does not divide. 

The greatest contradiction 


Is attachment and creating illusive Fictions. 
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Ignorance cherishes rest and unrest, tranquility and confusion, 
But the awakened have no likes and dislikes. 

Dualisms are False discriminations, 

Products of ignorance in action. 

Like visions or illusions, 

Why should we reach for them? 

Gain and loss, right and wrong, 


Get lost! 


IF eyes do not close, 

Dreaming will cease. 

IF minds don’t discriminate, 

Cosmic order remains one suchness. 

The deep mystery of this suchness is profound, 
So we forget the external entanglements; 
Viewed as their oneness, 


We return to the origin, things as they are. 


Beyond the subjectivity of “wheretoforeness” 
There is no measuring and comparing. 

Activity stopped, there is no rest, 

IF there is not two, there cannot be one. 

The end is not a place of rules and standards, 

A harmonious mind ends striving and Finds peace, 


Deeds are put to rest, anxious doubts are cleared, 
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Right Faith is strengthened; 
Nothing left, 

Nothing retained; 

Void, 

Lucid, 

Self-illuminating; 

No exertion, 

No waste of energy: 


A place where thinking never attains, 


A mode where thinking does not measure. 


In the cosmic realm of true suchness, 
There is no “self” and no “other”: 
According with this, 

We say only “not-two”. 

In not-two there is unity, 

Allis comprehended in it; 

The wise from all corners of the earth 


Enter into this principle. 


This principle is beyond time and space, 
An instant is ten thousand years. 

It doesn’t matter that you can’t see it, 
It is everywhere and nowhere! 


Small and large are the same 
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Without boundaries and conditions; 
Large and small are the same 


Without abiding delusions. 


Existence as emptiness, 
Emptiness as existence; 
Where this is not the case 
Don’t hang around! 

One in All, 

Allin One; 

To realise this 

Is not to worry about perfection. 
Faith and mind are not-two, 
Not-two is faith in mind. 
Here words fail, 


Without past, present or Future. 


INSCRIPTION THREE 


Before the body, 

There was energy; 

A transformation of the Way, 

Yin and Yang. 

Continuously on the brink of existence, 


Applying it without Force, 
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The ocean of birth and death held Firm 


In the Awakened Awareness of a middle way. 


Something uncontrived 

Becomes temporal, 

Sounds are heard, 

Words take over. 

Senses and physicality 

Take their toll; 

Nourished body and nourished mind: 


Turn around. 


Breathing, 

A Frozen spirit of living energy; 
Don’t get stuck 

And energy returns. 

Going and returning, 

Cycles, 

Rain and thunder 


From top to bottom. 


Perfect stillness producing movement, 
Yin and Yang mould each other. 
Energy births energy, 


A world of transformation. 
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See movement in the stillness, 
Following and reversing. 
When the journey is over, 


You return back home. 


Spirit; 

Energy; 

Nature clear as water, 
Mind still as a mountain; 
Tuning the breath, 
Stabilising the spirit; 
Daily increasing, 


Rejuvenation. 


Being rid of illusions 

Aids formation, 

Subtle, breathing true. 
Creation as true openness, 
The awareness of the Way. 
Energy returning, 

Spirit Forgetting: 


Quietude going back to life. 


Stillness, 


Activity; 


1192 


Movement, 

Quietude; 

Ascending and descending 
In stability; 

A quiet concentration. 


A biorhythm. 


A mystery in process, 
Forming like dew; 
Life stabilised, 
Refining the body: 
Spirit, 

Energy, 

Feeding, 


Flight. 


Origins beyond birth, 

Enter one day; 

A vessel created, 

As gentle as an infant caressed. 
Something From nothing, 
Heaven's portals opened wide; 


Wash yourself clean, 


While thunder From the mountain shakes the earth. 
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The Forge of the Way makes mountains and rivers: 


The potential of creation; 

Energy of sun, 

Vitality of moon. 

Where an elixir is produced 

The body naturally lightens; 

Where original spirit comes and goes 


Apertures emit radiant light. 


Feeding on living energy, 
A state of clear coolness; 
Forgetting appearances, 
Merging with the Ultimate. 
Natural rhythms, 

Night and day; 

Existing in balance 


With all things. 


Facing a wall, 

Nine years as a single day, 

The light body rides on violet energy, 
Tranquil nature washing in a pure pond. 
Energy unified, yin and yang as one, 
Spirit the same as the universe. 


Rising and falling, 
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A whistle in the wind. 


A body outside the body, 

Real, not magic, 

Pervasive energy, 

Original spirit. 

As bright moon melts liquid gold, 
The refinement of elemental reality; 
A process, 


A pearl. 


Out of the valley, 

Into the firmament, 
The wings of the wind, 
A supporting energy. 
Amidst the Flowers, 
Under the moon. 
Mortal, immortal, 


Across the ocean. 


SIMPLICITY, THE MOST SUBVERSIVE THING IN THE WORLD 


There is a story told about Diogenes of Sinope that goes something like this: 


Diogenes was one day eating a meagre repast of dry bread and lentils for supper 


when he caught the eye of Aristippus, a philosopher who lived comfortably due to 
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his flattery of the king, something which Found him favour in the king’s eyes. 
Aristippus, feeling bold seeing Diogenes eating such a poor meal, said to him, “IF 
only you would learn to be subservient to the king you would not have to eat such 
lowly meals.” Whereupon Diogenes, hearing the remark, replied, “It is because | 


have learned to live on lentils that | do not have to be subservient to the king.” 


Then there is the following quotation from the Tao Te Ching: 


“Manifest plainness, 
Embrace simplicity, 
Reduce selfishness, 


Have Few desires.” 


This is offered as general advice on how to go about the practice of one’s life and 


so is in much the same vein as Diogenes’ acerbic riposte to Aristippus. 


Meanwhile, if we should take the time to read Henry David Thoreau’s memoir of 
spending over two years living alone in the woods by Walden lake in his book 


Walden; or, Life in the Woods, we Find him espousing thoughts such as 


“Cultivate poverty like a garden herb, like sage. Do not trouble yourself much to 
get new things, whether clothes or friends. Turn the old; return to them. Things do 
not change; we change. Sell your clothes and keep your thoughts. God will see that 


you do not want society.” 
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“It is desirable that a man live in all respects so simply and preparedly that if an 
enemy take the town... he can walk out the gate empty-handed and without 


anxiety.” 


“Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and | 


may say innocence, with Nature herself.” 


“Our life is Frittered away by detail. Simplify, simplify.” 


And last but not least 


“Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! | say, let your affairs be as two or three, and nota 
hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a dozen, and keep your 
accounts on your thumbnail. In the midst of this chopping sea of civilized life, such 
are the clouds and storms and quicksands and thousand-and-one items to be 


allowed for, that a man has to live.” 


This essay is to be about simplicity, something that, it seems to me, has become 
something very subversive in all those parts of the world touched by wealth, 
civilisation, technology, acquisitiveness, banks, hoarding, capitalism, popularity [for 
what is more popular than “Look what I've got!”?], keeping up with the Joneses and 
taking pride in things you claim to own. | regard ALL of these things as vain and 
unnecessary but then | am also one who reads books that contain rural, agrarian, 
Daoist idylls and who looks on approvingly, seeing in such simplicity the pattern of 


a near perfect life. It is something Thoreau would have recognised since it is what 
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he enjoyed for over two years in the woods by Walden lake. Alone. It is also very 
similar to Diogenes’ solitary wandering around Athens and, later, Corinth. 
Diogenes, of course, had no home and so he found shelter and food, life’s basic 
necessities, where he could. He seems to have been unashamed to beg as well. We 
do not find him worrying about where the next meal comes from or where he will 
spend the night. We do not find him concerned for his long term Future as we do 
many in today’s supposedly ever progressive world of property, stocks and shares, 
bank accounts, pensions and the like. Indeed, in a claim that cuts straight to the 
heart of such matters, Diogenes claims to be looking for a human being, something 
the civilised denizens of the cities of his acquaintance seem not to be in his eyes, 
and so, we must assume, he must be claiming, in some sense, to be modelling this 
in his own, simple hobo existence. Traditional Cynic garb was just a cloak. 


Possessions may have amounted to a simple bag and a staff. That's it. 


By now most of any readers this particular essay has garnered will imagine me to 
be nuts as this essay seems to be suggesting we ditch modern civilisation and 
embrace the unforgiving harshness of pre-industrial times. Just think: no cars, no 
trains, no planes; no TV, no Internet, no computers; no health care [that’s a big 
one!], no supermarkets, no public utilities. I’m not just nuts, I’m criminally 
dangerous, right? IF | am its only because now, you having all these things, you can 
no longer imagine life without them. Yet have you ever asked after the cost of 
having these things in place [I’m not talking about money] in both relevant senses? 
Contemporary people are taught to expect these things as rights whilst 
simultaneously not being taught to question where they come from in terms of 


work, in terms of resources or in terms of the ongoing cost to the environment of 
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having them [and the million other things | could have added to this list]. Even 
these nine things did not just drop out of the consequenceless sky as things which 
leave no footprint and have no effects themselves. It is not as if, having these 
things, they do not make us certain kinds of people, the kinds of people who think, 


above all else, that life is impossible without them. 


But, of course, life is not impossible without them. Its just a different kind of life. 
Its a life that doesn’t rely on Financial gambling, being in debt or relying on some 
vast commercial enterprise to supply you with everything that comes into your tiny 
mind that has been taught to want this, that and every other thing that is 
advertised on TV and in your social media Feeds. You want something, so why 
shouldn’t you have it, you think to yourself, not imagining For a second the global 
consequences of billions of people all wanting things at the same time in a never 
ending stream of wants. But it has to be this way, doesn’t it? Jeff Bezos, the CEO of 
Amazon, would certainly like you to think so. He makes over $8.9 million per HOUR, 
so | read, from making sure as many of your wants as possible can be satisfied 
within hours. Apparently, his company's carbon footprint is worthy of disgrace, 
what with all it takes to create such vast supply and delivery chains. But he is doing 


what must be done to fulfill a very modern mantra: consume, desire, want more! 


Yet it is impossible to discuss simplicity without questioning this mantra. We are 
each of us born with relatively simple needs. My Cynic and Daoist examples in this 
project knew this very well for, in text but also sometimes in historical practice, 
they eulogise them and take them up. Its a Fair bet that if many of us alive today 


were sent back to their time we would find even living like their kings and 
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emperors an intolerable situation, what with their lack of things we take for 
granted, things like electricity, powered transport, and ability to message people 
instantly. Yet, to my examples, the civilised way these kings and emperors live is 
something to be despised and avoided - certainly for the Cynics. For Daoists it is 
merely wise and virtuous to avoid it. But what does this then say about us who, 
even in the regular versions of a civilised human being, have things past kings and 
emperors could never have dreamed of? Yet the important thing here, from the 
point of view of simplicity, is not who has what or what it is worth: It is what kind of 
person you are and what you have and how you live your life shapes what and who 
you are. This, in Fact, has been my whole argument all along in relation to anarchy 
and anarchism. This is why, even earlier in this book, | have made the claim that 
civilisation, anarchy and anarchism are not compatible. They tend in different 


directions. 


One way they are different, | think, is in their Focus. Civilisation tends to focus on 
the community picture. It wants to establish a pattern and have people as a group 
conform to its ways. IF we all want the same things and hold the same values, 
civilised values, than half of civilisation’s job is already done. And, don’t forget, this 
net of civilisation needs to be spread as wide as possible. The problem here, 
however, is that civilisation, as well as things which create it, such as money and an 
economic system, is a social Fiction. Civilisation doesn’t really exist but it is a name 
we give to large groups of people sharing similar ways of life or the metropolitan 
places where such “civilised” people live. It survives by educating those it gives 
birth to into its ways so that they come to accept them as normal and natural with 


their mother’s milk. Civilisation, of course, is neither of these things. Its only as 
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normal as any other way of life you could imagine going on on a continuing basis 
and its only as natural as learning to do things and make them so is natural. In this 
respect, what we call natural is entangled in human cultural “advancement” - if you 
imagine it is an advancement. In this respect, for example, the human built 
environment becomes natural as human cultures learn how to build in different 
ways but what is now natural to us would not have been to those of the past who 
could never have imagined to build such things as we can. This is essentially the 
conundrum of asking if anything a human being can do and achieve is natural 
because we are still essentially clever animals. Civilisation tells us that anything 
human culture can achieve is good, desirable and progressive. It tells us that 
wanting to not progress is a moral failing. It tells us we can change nature and 
make it our own. It tells us human culture can control where our environment goes 
and can be used to make our lives better, longer and more enjoyable, something 


uniquely in civilisation’s gift. 


Contrast with all this simplicity. This usually takes place at the personal level and 
this makes it suspect From a civilised perspective from the off. The person who 
wants to live a simple life stands out from the crowd and has done so for over 
2,000 years already. The person wanting to live a simple life likely rejects the 
notion of civilised progress and looks beneath the shiny things it produces to 
fascinate easily distracted minds to ask what values such civilised life is built on. 
Simplicity is not about social fictions such as civilisation or money. It sees them 
merely as means to rather dubious ends and with a host of deleterious effects. 
Simplicity is an approach to life which asks what life is for, how one should go 


about it and what is best in what it has to offer. Simplicity asks what the 
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consequences of living life in certain ways are and regards them as important 
considerations in living life a certain way at all. Simplicity is not about Fanning the 
flames of desire as civilisation is. lt does not tell you to want more and more. In 
Fact, it tells you to want as little as possible. It does not tell you to expect or 
demand. It does not say you have rights, things which can then be turned into 
desires civilisation can provide For. It tells you to be joyful at having enough, to be 
happy with the satisfaction of your most basic needs which are the only needs you 
really have at all. Simplicity tells you that so much of modern life, as indeed of 
civilised life since it began becoming civilised, is burden and complexity which will 
rob you of a connection to your animal and biological roots in nature and will turn 
you into a being which thinks itself above the world in which such life is set. 
Simplicity is about living life as you are, as the human being you were born as, 
whereas civilisation encourages you out of that and into a way of living it has 
created of itself by means of an ever-growing list of social Fictions which make life 
ever more complicated and subject to non-empirical human inventions. Simplicity is 
the peaceful satisfaction of life’s basic needs in harmony, as Far as possible, with 
the world around you without any pretension or illusion where civilisation is the 


active disruption of the world in order to remake it in a created image. 


Simplicity, then, is about the kind of person you are, what values you have, what 
you want From the life you have been cast into by your birth. Civilisation is about 
that too but it isn’t nearly so interested, it seems to me, in Focusing on that. 
Instead, it would rather, by osmosis and subterfuge, mold you into the sort of 
person who accepts what it accepts, values what it values and wants what it wants. 


And what civilisation wants, not least of all, is to make people who want to reject 
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its values and live simply seem odd and strange. Civilisation, and its products, the 
civilised, don’t like to be challenged. They don’t want to hear that there might be 
other ways to live and other values to hold. Civilised languages have even 
developed in such a way that “uncivilised” comes to mean base and backward, 
lacking in the appropriate qualities and etiquette For living the kind of life “we” 
should expect to live as “the civilised”. Civilisation does not want to be told that 
human progress, which is as Diogenes saw it, is in seeing what you can do without. 
Civilisation is not interested in being told, as simplicity is, that life is about the 
development of individual human character. Civilisation does not want to know 
that a machine life governed by machines will inevitably breed machine hearts and 
machine minds that satisfy only machine impulses. Civilisation breaks the simple 
human link with nature because it dreams of being in charge of it. Civilisation 
wants to remake and replace the world - something which has the added benefit of 
justifying its own unnecessary existence - whereas simplicity wishes only to live in 
peaceful communion with it. Civilisation is hubris where simplicity is an appropriate 
humility, a recognition of that which is beyond human beings and of which they are 


merely a part. 


Simplicity is in realising that the less wants you have, the simpler - and more 
sustainable - things become. Why, in Daoist idylls, did “the people of old” live 
peaceful, agrarian lives? Because these are simple and so sustainable. Why is the 
Daoist mentality that of “actionless action”, a letting things be as they will be, a 
Flexibility to all circumstances? Why is its observation that the things which bend 
will not break and so, consequently, that those things which set up artificial wants 


and needs, which harbour desires and intentions, will inevitably court conflict, 
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distress and trouble? Daoists and Zen Buddhists, it seems to me, both seek a 
peaceful enlightenment as the basis of their philosophies. The Cynics, at least 
those in a Diogenean mould, thought that living according to nature made you 
more human where being what you actually are is the thing to be. For none of 
these people did this involve anything very much beyond the self and the 
satisfaction of the basic needs which keep each one of us alive. Simplicity was at 
the heart of their creeds and daily routines. Their example was that in each 
personal example of simplicity the peace in each human life was increased and the 
human family as a whole lived more peacefully with the environment that 
supported both it and all the other things on the earth - including other people. It 
is, | think, primarily because of civilisation and its need to push itself forward as the 
only right thinking way to live that we now think such ideas quaint, naive and 
utopian. But there was a time, not so long ago, when most people lived like that. 
They didn’t know any better, you will say, and they were better off for it, | will 


reply. 


Civilisation, in this respect, goes hand in hand with the mentality that knowing 
more and being able to do more is “better”. But, | ask you in all seriousness, by 
what measure? Human beings only have basic needs and they still have the same 
needs now as they had before civilisation came. Before civilisation came, believe it 
or not, those exact same needs were also satisfied. A modern, technological 
civilisation was not required to satisfy them but civilisation will never tell you that. 
Civilisation will never tell you, as anti-civilisationist Daoist texts do, that in the past 
people were quite happy living out their mundane lives of peace and quiet never 


going beyond the boundaries of their village. Civilisation will tell of all the places 
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you should be going to to be accounted a civilised human being and a participant in 
civilised society. It might not tell you the cost though and there is always a cost. 
Could uncivilised Man have ever threatened the planet with nuclear devastation or 
ecological collapse? No. A civilised human race has managed to place its ecosystem 
on the brink of destruction in only a couple of millennia. Even if you thought 
civilisation desirable no one can now argue it is without consequence. My 
argument is that simplicity is not only personally more Fulfilling; it is infinitely 


better For the whole. 


Here | must point out that it is specifically civilisation that is the problem and not 
something like capitalism or consumerism. These latter two are parasitic upon 
civilisation and rely on its centralising tendency, something they can both exploit. 
Capitalist and consumerist societies are ones which are highly centralised and 
integrated, all the better to control a lot with a little. IF there were no civilisation, 
there would not be either capitalism or consumerism, so necessary is the 
centralising which civilisation makes real by drawing people in to share access to 
common resources. Think about it; if a rural and agrarian population was made up 
of those who each lived scattered about where they may, in tiny, self-supporting 
groups, how could either capitalism or consumerism exist? To live in that way also 
massively affects what you want or need to propagate such a form of life. Much of 
the impetus and desire to want, to consume, to acquire, disappears when your 
daily needs are met in much simpler and more self-supporting ways. You realise 
that what you are told you want now in modern civilisation From every conceivable 
angle is a lie, an illusion, a bad dream. It is civilisation itself, the aggregation of 


people into ever larger groups with ever more centralised means of utilising and 
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supplying these groups, which lays the groundwork for even greater evils to grow 
in its Fabricated soil. Decentralise the people, however, simplify their lives, 
disperse their needs - uncivilise them - and capitalism and consumerism disappear 


like a mirage in the desert. 


This book is latterly being written under the spectre of the Covid-19 virus 
pandemic that has spread around the globe from late 2019 into 2020. It has, in a 
great many ways, shone a light on the way civilisation works and highlighted many 
dark corners of human society. It has shown that human needs are simple - Food, 
clothing, shelter, networks of human support and mutual aid - as well as the 
acquisitiveness involved in making these basic needs, which every human being 
has, something that is only available For the social Fiction of money which serves an 
equally Fictitious economic system which designates rich and poor. This system, in 
turn, says what you can and can’t do in human society judged by such measures. 
Yet, at the same time, this same situation has shown up how vast the inequalities 
are within this system, something which the system itself seems designed to 
create and Facilitate. There cannot be a rich person unless there be many more 
poor ones. There cannot be a have without thousands of have nots. It cannot be 
that, in this system, the very means of human survival comes with a price tag 
attached, retailed by people who claim the right to own things and so sell them, 
unless the mass of the population at large are coerced to buy into the games and 
practices of civilisation itself. It is not only The Matrix that has chosen to see such a 
human civilisation as itself the actual virus. What Covid-19 is revealing in a million 
acts of mutual aid and human kindness, however, is that things can, even now, 


always be a lot simpler than the unnecessary and often discriminatory and unequal 
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practices of an unnecessary civilisation. And, indeed, one must ask at such a time: 


“IF the way things are [civilisation] works against the best interests of millions of 


people, then isn’t it high time to change the way things are?” 


This, however, is to attack civilisation on its own “macro” turf whereas simplicity 
exists in the tiny “micro” details. Simplicity is being concerned with yourself, your 
own life, the simple satisfaction of simple needs which, when multiplied, becomes 
the peaceful, authentic life of all. It is, | believe, at the heart of, and the basis of, 
the anarchism of those who, in the 19th century, created something which is today 
known as the political form of anarchism. But such simplicity as | here refer to 
never has a state of anarchism in mind. It is never simplicity’s intention. It is not 
politicised as the motivations of the 19th century anarchists were. It is rather what 
simplicity creates if left simple, naive, innocent. Simplicity is not knowing but, 
sadly, knowingness can infect even things which start out from the best of 
motives. A knowing anarchism or a socialist civilisation are not simplicity For 
simplicity, much as the Dao in Daoism, has no intentions. It is not concerned with 
how things will turn out in the long run as a result of human action. It is whole and 
complete within itself like the Zen attitude which says that after meditation you 
should chop wood and carry water. The point there is to just go about your own 
peaceful business neither having excessive desires nor seeking to interfere into 
other things. Just live your life in whatever simple, peaceful harmony is possible 
and things will go about their way, preserving and prolonging life, in the way they 


always have done. Nature itself is simplicity in exactly this sense. 
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So simplicity is keeping in mind John Cage's oft-repeated statement regarding 


human action: “you can only make things worse”; and acting accordingly. 


EPILOGUE 


Many hundreds of pages, and Four books, ago, when | set out on writing something 
| had called There is Nothing to Stick to - after something the Buddha was reported 
to have said - | had no idea that what | was writing was a book, soon to become a 
series of books, about anarchy and anarchism. As can be seen from the subtitle of 
that first book - Every Step is On The Path - | was, back then, compiling an 
anthology of views and thoughts which, somehow taken together, came to be 
indicative of an attitude, an approach, an interpretation. Perhaps this was towards 
or about life but it wasn’t yet entirely clear in my writerly head as | will quite 
willingly admit. In that first book, which interacted with at least one genuine 
anarchist in the form of Emma Goldman, | was hitting upon text, thoughts and 
approaches which were anti-authoritarian whilst being holistic; they took account 
of everything whilst maintaining that there was nothing in that whole with the 
authority to compel us to things. This was true in spiritual, philosophical, political 


and existential ways. 


At the start, at least, | was very keen not to present the material as some kind of 
authority itself. It was, | hope all the way through all four of the books | ended up 
writing, and remains material for a reader's consideration and own self-education 
rather than a statute or an imperative. In later books, books which described and 


collated the thoughts of others and sometimes added in my own opinions about 
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things, this would change from simple reproduction of others’ views and be mixed 
in with things that took up a stance of my own. It is and remains the case that 
thinking people, and not only unthinking ones, will always have opinions. My 
process in these books has largely been Focused on presenting multiple views on 
the matters with which | was concerned and then leaving it to people to make up 
their own minds. This, it seems to me, enshrines at least two beliefs in such a 
practice: first, that of having beliefs about a subject and doing the hard work of 
studying and presenting them as fully as necessary and, secondly, having a 
Fundamental belief that people are responsible For their own thoughts and beliefs, 
something to be regarded as an essentially personal process and practice in itselF. 

From the very first section of the very first book, which was a cut down 
presentation of the Tao Te Ching, | have thought of “nothing to stick to”, the “anti- 
authoritarian and holistic” project | was embarking on, as a spiritual topic. 
“Spiritual” is a word that scares some people, perhaps people who imagine it is 
tainted by association to organised religion or to something opposed to science 
with its intimation of immateriality. But, if you read all four of the books | 
subsequently wrote, who could say any of them contained any organised religion? | 
regard the association of spirituality with religion in the context of the books | 
have written and the mentality informing them as completely unfounded. When it 
comes to the matter of an unscientific immaterialism its a bit more complicated. 
Science itself posits the existence of things for which it can give no material “look 
its there you can see it and touch it” evidence. What else, for example, is “dark 
matter”, matter that is “implied” or “posited” even though, in physical theories of 
the universe, it is said to make up about 85% of ALL the matter scientists claim to 


need to make sense of how they understand the universe? To be clear, I’m not 


1209 


saying that dark matter doesn’t exist. | am saying there is more to the universe 
than things you can see and touch. Indeed, it would be a very strange universe that 
conformed entirely to the sense capabilities of one lifeform on one planet in the 
midst of its vastness. Religionists of a few hundred years ago claimed earth as the 
centre of creation due to their sense of self-importance and this would be a 


scientific version of exactly the same anthropocentrism. 


So one thing | am claiming in this project being openly spiritual from the start is 
that it is not simply a matter of humans understanding things or humans name- 
tagging everything in the universe, codifying it, and then, at the end, when all this 
activity is done, claiming to have understood it. All the way through this project, in 
Fact, | have claimed that human beings are not the measure, that the universe is 
beyond them and that the whole | was talking about, be that life, existence or 
something else, was a mystery. This is not a willed mystery but a self-realisation, an 
appropriate humility, a recognition that human narratives are not canonical and 
that human understanding is not authoritative or infallible. Period. IF it is true that | 
came here with anti-authoritarian and holistic beliefs and intuitions, it is also true 
that as | went through the material that crossed my path as | was doing this, 
material From disparate and not obviously connected [and sometimes antagonistic] 
sources, | came to see a philosophical side to this as well, a type of accumulated 
human wisdom [philosophy = wisdom] which leant what | was writing some 


philosophical credentials to boot. 


It does not really matter what names were attached to this wisdom and how 


“Famous” or “credible” they are today. The names were used only as recognisable 
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tags to hang the thoughts upon in an appropriate way and to give means to Further 
research and thinking for any readers. The content of the material is always the 
important thing, what something is saying, what it means and where it might lead. 
This was, as of first importance, then, a project of ideas for the furtherance of 
ideas and to be combatted, if it needs to be combatted, by yet other, better ideas. 
It was conducted in a tradition of philosophy as a matter of life and the 
appropriate living of that life, a very common understanding of philosophy in 
Hellenistic and pre-Hellenistic times among the Greeks and those they influenced. 
This was a matter of practicality perhaps before it was a matter of theory. Indeed, 
philosophically speaking, | have very little to say about theory and very few 
theories about life and existence and anarchy and anarchism, as this project came 
to be about. “Life as anarchy, existence as anarchism” might exhaust my 
theoretical interests, in Fact. Much more have | been interested in “ways to live”, 
their worth, meaning and consequences and this, it seems to me, is a collection of 
the proper interests of someone who, in the course of being led where their 
thoughts about life lead, realises that anarchy is not something we create but is 
something we are constantly becoming; it is not something we make but 
something that makes us. So, as | see it, the “spirituality and philosophy” of my 
project is covering the same ground as the anarchy and anarchism of those more 
politically motivated and contextualised even though politics is not my First love or 
one of my motivating interests. | would claim to have done some of the 
groundwork that motivates the political anarchism they are so in Favour of - more 
often than not for very good political reasons. So | am not aiming to discount or 
disallow their versions of anarchism but, at the personal, spiritual and philosophical 


levels, to give extra reasons for it. We should be politically Free because Freedom is 
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our spiritual and philosophical birthright, the very form and shape of our existence, 


an existence finally to be undifferentiated From that of all things. 


| Finish with a short poem | once wrote which, perhaps, sums this all up: 


Something From Nothing. 
Nothing from Something, 
Ever Returning, 


The Unending Dao. 


With a Mind like the Seashore, 
Devoid of Intention, 
With Actionless Action, 


We Flow like the Stream. 


All Knowledge is Empty, 
All Striving is Useless, 
All Time is Deceiving, 


All Separateness False. 


Walk the Way of Humility, 
Abide in Simplicity, 
Be the child of Compassion, 


Be at one with the Way. 
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A DECLARATION OF PEACE 


People of the world, we are in a war. We did not choose the war, the rich did that 
when they decided to keep for themselves and put profit over people. But it is 
time for us who they oppress to build a new society From within the shell of the old 


and to rise up from within it to overcome the oppressor. 


Why must we do this? you may ask. Because the rich will not share. Because money 
is put above life. Because suffering is ignored. Because peaceful settlement is 
refused. Because wealth is systematically extracted, the system gamed, the people 


cheated. 


Our so-called democracies have been breached, bought and sold. Now plutocrats, 
who defy national borders by storing their hoarded wealth in tax havens, go from 
country to country impoverishing whoever they can and ignoring democratic 
principles as they do it. They form networks of their own, rich clubs where you 
need a billion to get in. They strip the assets of the world with no thought for 
sustainability. This is not in the interests of the many, or of the earth, and neither 
do we wish to rely on the PR philanthropy of those who got rich by ripping us off in 


the First place. Enough is enough. 


And so this is our declaration of peace, our declaration to end this war. We will no 
longer allow the rich to subjugate the vast majority of the people of the earth. We 
will no longer allow the rich to divide and conquer us by race, gender, sexuality or 


nationality. We do not want to fight. But if you make us fight over scraps, Fear For 
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our health and worry about our Futures then what choice do you leave us? We 
make a declaration of peace and pledge to stop the war you, the rich, have unjustly 
started against us. We pledge a future of Fairness, equality, togetherness, diversity 
and human solidarity. The world does not have to be one human being ripping off 
the next one. We declare peace upon this world and seek to work together to 


achieve it. 


Join us. 


YOU HAVE NO RIGHTS 


Have you ever noticed how our needs are all very physical? 


We need food to nourish us. 


We need water to replenish us. 


We need warmth. 


We need cooling. 


We need to Feel safe From physical harm. 


Sometimes, we need a hug. 


And then there is sexuality, the means by which our kind continues to exist... 


We live in a physical world and we need physical resources for our well being. 


Physical circumstances are our primary circumstances. 


Now think about this from an anarchist perspective. 
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Besides these physical needs, everything else is just wants. Often these wants are 
things we are induced to want by a capitalism that only survives by exploitation, 


both of resources and of our susceptibility to wanting. 


Yet you more than likely don’t need what capitalism tells you to want. You need 
Food, not a brand of Food. You need to keep warm but you don’t need a particular 


kind of fleece jacket. 


But approach this from another angle. For a while now, and in differing contexts, 
some people have been telling you that you have rights. Yet, For a long time, most 


people, almost everybody, did not have any rights at all. 


For most people the right to vote is very new because for most of recorded 
history, even where there was voting at all, it was only the wealthy who were 
allowed to vote. Mass voting, if you read history books that the schools will never 
show you, is a relatively new phenomenon given as a concession to the masses who 


revolted at being dictated to by the Few and the rich. 


As recently as less than 200 years ago the rights people had, including to basic 
things like a vote in an election, were practically zero. IF you were a woman it might 


have been less than 100 years ago. 


So then a thinking person will get to asking, “Well, if until recently we had no 


rights, then are these rights really rights at all, or are they, instead, freedoms that 


people have won through usually physical protest?” 
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They are the latter. As George Carlin would say in his act, “YOU HAVE NO RIGHTS.” 


And as he would also point out, if something you had was a right then it would not 


be anything that anybody could take away From you in the first place. 


But we live in a physical world and in a physical world EVERYTHING can be taken 


away From you. 


So you have no right to Food. 
You have no right to water. 
You have no right to shelter. 


You have no right to clothing, or dignity, or safety, or health care. 


All your precious rights that people bleat on about are MADE UP. 
But instead of entirely theoretical and Fictional, made up rights what you do have 
is the ability to protest, to demand things of others, to challenge their power and 


the way things are. That is an ability you do have - in tandem with others. 


Those in charge know this. 
Those with money know this. 


Those who own things [not least, you] know this. 


They also know that its a very physical world and that just one tiny revolution, one 


tiny spark that becomes a roaring fire, one speck of stubborn resistance, might 


turn their world - and their Fortune - upside down. 
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It seems to me that the talk of rights and, in some places, even the nominal 
granting of them, has always been a matter of concession. Those with the power 
never WANTED to say that people had rights. They never WANTED to give rights 


away. 


And, of course, now that they have, they need to get on with making sure that 


what was said in words is not really carried out in practice. 


Why can they do this? BECAUSE THEY ARE NOT REALLY RIGHTS! 


The truth is we are in a physical fight. A constant, never-ending physical Fight. 

A Fight For resources. 

A Fight For peace. 

A fight for decent relationships between one human being and another. 

A fight to be left alone to organize our lives as we see fit, Free from being 


exploited. 


None of these things are rights we have. 


They are all only things we have the ability to demand of others and to Fight for. 


The rich know this. 

The politicians they buy know this. 

That is why they try to anaesthetize us, 

That is why they try to induce us and seduce us to take part in the world they 


control: 
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So that they can own us, obligate us, exploit us. 


They do not want you free. 

They do not want you self-aware. 

They do not want you educated. 

They do not want you to make common cause, to have allies and to organize. 

They do not want your views and opinions [especially if they ask for them]. 

And they absolutely don’t want you to have any democratic control which, of 
course, means physical control of resources so that you can live your life how YOU 


want and not how THEY want. 


So they talk about rights, and democracy, and freedoms. 
But they ONLY talk about them and they constantly work to limit or deny them. 
These things are PR items to those in control. Talking about them, pretending to 


offer them, pretending to be concerned about them, IS A MEANS OF CONTROL. 


Its a physical world. 
And talk is cheap. 
Its not about what you say. 


Its about what you do. 


So you have no rights. 
You can only make rights, 
Fight For rights, 


Assert your rights. 
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Rights are not just given away. 
Read a history book. 


They. Are. Never. Given. Away. 


They are demanded, 
Taken, 

Asserted, 
Instantiated. 


Sometimes at great cost. 


Its a physical world. 


Physicality matters if you want to shape the world you live in 
Rather than have it shaped for you by your own apathy 

And the will of controlling others. 

Sit on the sidelines, 

Do Nothing; 

The powerful, the rich, their stooges, 


Are happy. 


And, yes, we are controlled. 

Our thought is limited and restricted. 

What we are even able to think of as reasonable is constantly under attack. 
Read Orwell's Nineteen-Eighty Four. 


The totalitarian state is constantly engaging in operations to make thought they 
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don’t want you to have seem unreasonable and beyond the pail. 


All those right wing “think tanks” you see, 
All the right wing stooges on your TV and radio; 
They are paid to shape the narrative and limit the discourse 


OF what it is even acceptable to want or think. 


You want real Freedom? Its unreasonable. 
You want real democracy? You are a terrorist attempting to usurp the government. 
You want genuine equality? You are a communist. [And a communist has now been 


so tarnished in the public mind that you don’t want to be that.] 


Your thought is under attack. 

Your Freedom is under attack. 

Your ability to define your own future is under attack. 

The agents of capital are doing their work 

Controlling and restricting all our lives. 

And, as usual, one of their tactics is to offer you a neutered Form of the thing 


instead of the real thing. 


Not real freedom, but pretend freedom. 
Not real democracy, but sham democracy. 
Not real equality, just a desire For equality. 


Not real self-determination, but only the ability to operate within their boundaries. 
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They don’t want you free, or having any real democratic power, or really living in a 


world of equals, or having any actual, meaningful self-determination. 


Because what would that mean for them? 


Better, then, if they distract you with celebrities or social media. 

Or divide by race, by colour, by creed, by sexual orientation. 

Anything so long as it distracts you because distraction keeps things as they are. 
They stay in power. The money keeps Flowing to them. They keep control. 

They are working as one, a tight knit group of plutocrats; 

We Fight amongst ourselves, 


Divided and weak. 


So, its a physical world. 
And you have no rights. 


But you can make rights. 


Yet, in a physical world, you can ONLY make rights... 

By actually getting up and physically creating the conditions of their existence. 
There is no other way. 

They aren’t going to Fall From the sky. 

A president or prime minister isn’t going to say, “Here you go, have these rights.” 
The plutocrats aren’t going to say, “You were right, have all the wealth back, and, 
while you're at it, have a raise and some proper working benefits and allow us, at 


our expense, to fix the ravaged planet.” 
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You have to make these rights. 

You have to take these rights. 

You have to tell them what you demand of them. 

You have to let them know your freedom is yours to determine and not theirs to 


dispense From their stolen largesse. 


That's the only way to rights. 
Always was. 


Always will be. 


So educate yourself. 


Educate Family and Friends. 


Organize. 


Its up to us. 


We are the freedom. 


We are the equality. 


We are the democracy. 


We are the self-determination. 


We are the benevolent anarchism which neuters power and defeats mechanisms of 


control. 


Us. Only us. 
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A DOCUMENT CONCERNING HUMAN SOLIDARITY 


An Anarchist Manifesto For the Education of the Individual and the Enrichment of 


the Human Community. 


CONTEXT 


When | First began to think about anarchism it was not because | had been a 
political Firebrand and an agitator all my life. In Fact, almost entirely the opposite is 
true. | took no part in politics and imagined that that was what professional people 
called politicians did. OF course, | now realise that this is almost entirely False. 
Politics is, first and Foremost, entirely the business of the people, ordinary people, 
unassuming people, people such as you and | and everybody we do and don’t know. 


When it isn’t this, it becomes corrupt, rotten and discriminatory. 


The least bad form of politics, so “they” say, is democracy. But the democracy 
operative throughout the world of our experience is a pretty poor version of it, 
where it exists at all. In country after country people are coerced to hand over their 
rights and their democratic power to governments of states believing that both 
entities are inviolate and absolute. This is both a grave mistake and an abdication 
of responsibility. We can now plainly see where the world of this irresponsible 
governmentalism and sovereign states gets us - self-interest, state on state 
violence [both overt and covert], a mentality of acquisitiveness and possession, a 
race to control as many people and resources as possible and populations 


tyrannised by the corrupt, the institutionalised of mind and the jobsworth. It has 
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brought our world to the pinnacle of political crisis and environmental disaster as 
venal manipulators game our nominally democratic world for their own 
enrichment and for the entrenchment of their political power bases. It is 
manifestly obvious that in many places the governments that are meant to be “of 
the people” do not even represent a majority of those who turned out to vote, let 
alone of those who could have voted. This is unrepresentative and brings the 
whole enterprise into unreformable disrepute - and that is even before you make 
mention of the undue influence of the rich and powerful who utilise their wealth 


to purchase the results they desire and require. 


This manifesto, on the other hand, arises from the instinct, the deep, human 
instinct, that it does not have to be this way. It arises From the conviction that, 
even though democracy has not worked out too well so far, the solution is not less 
democracy or the status quo but a lot more democracy. As such, this manifesto 
promotes the notion of anarchism as the only creed which actually takes 
democracy seriously and runs with it to its logical conclusion: that every human 
being must be free to decide the course of their own life insofar as they usefully 
can. This will mean the abolition of government and states - and with that will go 
the entire apparatus of states and government which serves only to centralise, 
control and demean its population, taking away the benign freedoms that were 
bequeathed them by birth through its centralised, controlling ethos. What will be 
created in that grand abolition is a new world commonwealth of equals, a world 
community, and making it up will be new people, people not formed on the basis 
of old verities and worn out ideologies but people educated and renewed to take 


up their own individual responsibilities For their lives and their local communities. 
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That, in Fact, is what this new world will be, an endlessly joined up network of local 
communities where each person plays their part based on the concepts of mutual 
aid and voluntary association. IF you ask if this is even possible then you are blind 
to the Fact that it is how human beings once survived For millennia. Underneath the 
Fictions of nations and statehood, it is how they really survive today in a billion acts 


of selfless cooperation. 


One stumbling block to a new future, of course, is the requirement that such a new 
Future look very like now only a bit better, a bit Fairer, a bit more reformed in the 
case of the worst parts of what constitutes “now”. This is something that anarchist 
and academic anthropologist, David Graeber, has pointed out in his own work too. 
Opponents of anarchism will ask you where anarchism has worked but they will 
only accept examples of anarchist countries with anarchist governments and all 
the many smaller or local examples you may give somehow won't count. When you 
can’t give examples of such governments in such countries [not least because 
whenever in history people have attempted to set up such things they have been 
shot at, hunted down and exterminated by those opposed to it] then they will 
count this as the abject Failure of anarchism to provide what the now is thought to 
provide. In this manifesto, however, | make no bones about the fact that this is an 
unrealisable and unrealistic aim. We cannot have “now, only better” because 
everything that makes now what it is is bound up with what made it that way. IF our 
world had not been as it was then it would not have led it to become what it now 
is. That includes all the good, all the bad and all the ugly of this world. So before | 
even get to the meat of this manifesto | must openly say that anarchism does not 


offer “now, only better”. It offers a completely different way to live, a complete 
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reorganisation of human social existence and an entirely different set of values. 


Anarchism offers not more of now but a new tomorrow. 


Thus, those implacably opposed to change will Find this manifesto a distressing 
document for it will expose the ugliness of this moment, and that which has led up 
to it, as well as what sustains and maintains it, and offer alternatives thought 
immeasurably better. It will expose, in Fact, all the injustice and unfairness that 
those who sit on top of the pyramid of civilisation expect all those below them in it 
to accept so that they can stay at the top of that same pyramid - and above them. 
At the same time, it will seek to tear this hierarchical, pyramidal civilisation down 
once and for all time so that never again will human beings seek their Furtherance 
through coercion, control and the war of all against all. Such things, | believe, are 
choices and not the unavoidable consequences of human existence. With an 
abiding emphasis on the education of each human individual, an education not just 
of knowledge but experience in a global world of thousands of peoples, a new 
unity in community will be Forged and a new recognition of common humanity will 


be instigated. 


Yet, in closing this contextual preamble, one thing must above all be noted: this is 
a manifesto but it is not a charter document nor the founding basis of any political 
organisation, territory or land. It is merely one exploration of the possible in 
dialogue with any others in the belief that much more and much better is possible 
than has currently been seen from human beings on the stage that is the world. 
Particularly, in this manifesto, the idea will be explored that in more freedom and 


more cooperative organisation we may find more community and more 
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communality between the myriad diverse human beings with which we have to do. 
That this diversity is not to be controlled or directed in any way is my overarching 
belief, for in that diversity is the strength of the human species such as it is. This is, 
then, a contribution to debate, a manifesto For people everywhere, a document 


concerning human solidarity. 


MANIFESTO - A manifesto is a published declaration of policy, aims, motives, or 


views of the issuer. 


ANARCHISM Anarchism, in my opinion, is not a political philosophy - although it 
might embody or perform a political philosophy. Some, indeed, might say that the 
major point of any political philosophy should be that it is practiced rather than 
simply held as an unperformed ideology. Anarchists, | would hope, would be first 
amongst those who held such a view. This is because anarchism is a praxis, an 
activity, something you do. You can’t be an anarchist in your head nor as an 
Internet personality nor as someone with “anarchist beliefs”. Anarchism is 
something you do - and possibly something you do with others. | think it is 
instructive that this is the case for, in such a recognition, it helps us to answer the 
question obvious to most people who contemplate anarchism on a grand scale as 
the way of thinking which takes over from statism and capitalism, “How do we get 


to anarchism From here?” 


It would seem to me that there can be only two possible answers to this: the First is 


that there is some kind of disaster, either natural or civil, which leads to a total 


breakdown in world governments. This might be an asteroid hitting the earth, a 
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volcanic eruption or even the drastic effects of climate breakdown. On the civil 
side it could be a worldwide popular revolution to overthrow oligarchs and 
plutocrats or the quite natural collapse of the ruling order as people finally see 
what it can and can’t do for human beings in general and how that matches up with 
their expectations and needs. These are all broadly revolutionary ways to 
anarchism. The second possible answer to this question, however, is the 
evolutionary way and it involves people, individuals or in groups, simply deciding 
that they will no longer play a part in the civic society of their location but that 
they will detach themselves from it, form new arrangements for themselves and 
any Fellow travellers, and go their own way, ignoring what everybody else does in 


the process. 


| do not intend to make the second, evolutionary answer to the question sound 
easy there. Historically, people who have tried to make their own arrangements, 
even very peacefully, have often Found themselves opposed by others who did not 
think that they should be allowed to opt out of someone else’s control. Power, 
when it has a hold of you by the balls, is not always so easily convinced to let go. 
Nevertheless, these are really the only two pathways, in my view, from an 
authoritarian, capitalist and statist civilisation to a situation of anarchism. Either 
something dreadful happens, which it may have to as the history of social rights 
demonstrates time and time again [people do not just get rights or have them 
handed out to them; they have to fight for them], or people simply make the 
choice, in ones and two, in three and fours, in tens and twenties, to evolve away 


From it - and the change happens from within. 
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All this is really a way of saying that the anarchism is you and you are the 
anarchism. Without the practice of anarchism there is no anarchism and there 


never will be. It is something people choose to live or they don’t. 


HUMAN The entire basis of this manifesto is a recognition, an absolute recognition, 
of common humanity. This common humanity unites everyone, regardless of 
colour, creed, gender, sexuality or any other such descriptive category which acts 
to divide and distinguish, and simply asserts that we have Far more in common than 
could ever rhetorically divide us. This, of course, is not to superficially claim that 
“everyone is the same” as this is far too simplistic an idea and privileges some 
imaginary essence over lived experience. Instead, it is a matter of similarities and 
differences [even where these are simply preferences] in all possible combinations 
as, together, an expression of the human experience. This, in turn, is to recognise 
that no one of us has captured the entirety of that experience within ourselves but 
that it is only realised together in constant interaction and interrelation. This is 
then Further to recognise that it is not For nothing that it is observed that often the 
most discriminatory people are those who have either never had the opportunity 
or never had the desire to mix with people in all their diversity. Doing so is an 
educational experience and teaches about exactly the humanity with which 
anarchism is to do, an anarchism of equality, human self-worth and human 
community. The question “What is a human being?” is therefore a shared question 
that no one of us can answer - for we each only have a part of that answer. The 
Fullest answer we human beings could give would be the one that resulted from 
the greatest possible intersubjectivity and, therefore, the greatest possible 


interactivity of all human beings. In other words, what our own humanity means is 
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as much a matter of and for everybody else as it is for us. No one is a human being 


except in the context of every other human being. 


ENVIRONMENT Your environment is where you live, your surroundings, your 
context in nature. It will be immediately observed that it is probably not a good 
idea to mess this up For, living in your own filth or fouling your own habitat, you 
will, sooner or later, suffer the consequences of such things. The vast majority of 
anarchists are aware of this and, being the sorts of people who are motivated to 
find better, less coercive, more sustainable and tolerable, ways to live, they are 
those who want to care for the environment. Because caring for the environment 
is actually caring For yourself as well as for those you care about. IF you look after 
the environment properly then it is certainly more than capable of looking after 
you for a very long time indeed whilst providing a varied and interesting habitat to 
enjoy in the process. This is because it is an ecosystem. It depends on you even as 


you depend on it. Its symbiotic. 


Yet the environment has suffered under a capitalistic, acquisitive, industrialised 
human civilisation. Poisons of every describable kind, including many of human 
invention, seep into the ground, the water and the air. Great scars deface the 
planet. There is rubbish everywhere [a lot of it plastic] as a human species 
operating without any appreciable forethought consumes with an undying 
appetite, storing up environmental disaster for itself because it can never see past 
what it wants today. The earth’s resources are used up. But let us be clear: this 
can’t go on forever. There is not a magic jar of “stuff humans want” which, when 


you use some of it, magically Fills back up with it again afterwards. Once its gone 
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then, Functionally speaking, its gone. There is no rewind button and many of the 
things we use took millions of years for the planet to create. Nature does not work 
to a human timetable. It goes its own sweet way and it takes its time. In doing so, it 
puts us in our place, that place being a part of the very environment we continually 


destroy. 


An anarchist approach to the environment is one of doing no harm. This extends 
even to food for some anarchists, who are vegan or vegetarian, but not to all. An 
anarchist attitude to the environment would tend to be to nurture and protect it 
and to respect it For what it is and For what it can provide. It is, in a real sense, our 
genuine home. It gave us life and has the power to sustain us quite naturally. OF 
course, in a post-civilisation society such as | am imagining in this document, many 
of the major ways we destroy the environment would be seriously hampered - and 
this is good. Part of the overarching reason for an anarchist community is that its 
ability to harm on a global scale is vastly reduced as the centralised activities of 
human beings are halted and human society's focus is redirected into a vast 
localism. Yet there are many things human beings have already done which are not 
going to go away. Nuclear energy and its waste product, radiation, for example, are 
a problem we have now created for ourselves for centuries into our future 
whatever we do about our world now. Such nuclear Facilities and their waste 
cannot responsibly be left to simply Fall into disrepair. So, in environmental terms, 
a Future anarchist community would have to take measures to safely use or 
decommission such places. OF course, in such a time the profit motive would be 


gone and the overarching interest would be the peaceful survival of all. 
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NATURE Is there a person who does not feel revivified and energised by being in 
nature? Is there anyone who is not made more alive? My own impetus to anarchism 
comes from nature and that is quite... natural because we are ourselves nature, 
biological organisms formed from nature itself. There is, thus, an implicit and 
unbreakable connection, an “at homeness”, about the human being in nature. 
Another aspect of this that inspires my anarchism is nature’s manner of operation, 
how nature works [and, of course, how it doesn’t]. What | mean here is not some 
invented collection of scientific laws which are useful for merely human calculation 
purposes but what one might term “the way of nature”. This comes close to 
spiritual and philosophical understandings of life such as Daoism or Buddhism 
[shed of any more dogmatic aspects, of course] and an appreciation of nature as a 
vast context for everything we are as well as where we live. Nature is a huge 
concatenation of elements all interacting with each other in whatever ways they 
can, in many ways peacefully and without malice, in others in various cooperations 
which at first might seem strange or unexpected. In this there is no intention, no 
deliberation, no goal. Nature, thought of as a system, neither wants anything in 
particular to survive nor anything in particular to die. It is merely the interactions 
and transformation of energy, a great peacefulness devoid of ego, exceptionalism 


and desire. 


This, | think, has implications For how human beings should live. IF nature is a kind 
of natural harmony, albeit one that is constantly and quite normally consuming 
itself in acts of [sometimes violent] transformation, then shouldn’t we also be part 
of that harmony? IF we are only, from the point of view of nature, a tiny, 


insignificant part of this whole that is nature, then is imagining that we are its 
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potential masters and manipulators remotely appropriate to our place in the 
natural world? We might observe, if we watch the natural world to any degree, 
how it manages to regulate itself and balance itself out over time. This happens 
From the micro scale to the macro scale, from the ant colony or the micro climate 
to the solar system and the galaxy. We might also observe its silent immanence 
and stoic acceptance of existence as continuous change. Yes, | agree with you if 
you think my language here is all a bit mystical. But isn’t there something mystical 
about it that pathetic human attempts to “understand” - by which is meant “make 
sense of in order to control” - simply Fall short of? Why would we imagine we can 
make sense of something which affects us entirely but which we affect so very 
little in comparison? Nature should inspire humility and a realisation of our place 
within it as a part of it for we are all just meat bags Full of water that exist for a 
moment in time. Silently breathing as everything grows, you feel the air enter your 


lungs as the water Flows in a nearby stream. 


MONEY In my kind of anarchist society money would be abolished. It would cease 
to exist. It would not be used. There would be no wealth and there would be no 
debt, there would be no banks and there would be no credit cards, there would be 
no Financial markets and there would be no competition. In short, there would be 
no means of artificially leveraging your position in society by means of 
accumulation or possession or of binding your Fellow human being by means of 
Fictional liabilities. Consequently, of course, you would not need money to “buy” 
anything because, in such a system, things would no longer be bought at all. 
Instead, a monetary system would be exchanged for an economy of the gift in 


which goods or services are freely gifted to another without expectation of 
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something back of equal value or, indeed, of anything in return at all. All things, 
every possible and necessary human interaction in pursuance of a need or desire, 
would then be done by means of gifting to the mutual satisfaction of those 
concerned. Commerce, and so any use for capital, would be entirely abandoned 
and so much today that is only ostensibly done for the accumulation of money 


would, in a moneyless anarchist society, naturally disappear. 


PROPERTY Consequently, of course, there would also be no property. “Property is 
theft,” said the First person to be consistently known as an anarchist in the political 
sense, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. The American novelist and anarchist, Ursula K. Le 
Guin, put it like this, however, in her novel The Dispossessed: “Nothing is yours. It is 
to use. It is to share. IF you will not share it, you cannot use it.” The point here is 
that possession of something is a Fiction. Nothing is really yours and, often, it was 
the labour of wholly other people which made the thing in the First place and which 
you, in a capitalist system backed up by fictional laws based ultimately in the 
power of violence to compel you to some belief or action, exchanged for 
something imagined to be of equal value. Anarchism, however, does not work like 
this. It recognises the inherent dangers in wealth and in ownership and in their 
coercive abilities to shape, twist and distort people’s lives through the 
construction of inequalities. Thus, in the anarchist situation there can only be use 
and there can only be sharing. No possession, no property and no ownership. All is 


in common. And if you cannot own something, then you cannot control it either. 


NEEDS What are human needs? An anarchist society without money and without a 


desire [or need!] to accumulate either wealth or possessions would be based 
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around the common satisfaction of human needs. Some obvious examples of these 
are food and clean water, shelter, amenities and utilities which ensure the safety 
of people, such as health Facilities and the generation of energy which can be put 
to many potentially beneficial uses, as well as the sustainability of such things as 
these for the long term. But there are other human needs too such as privacy, 
opportunity to grow and develop skills and interests, as well as to explore our 
world. In this sense, an anarchist society is based around providing freedom 
through the provision of these common needs and thus removing the daily anxiety 
of basic survival from the people in general. It is, if you like, the philosophy of a 
universal basic income at the level of a society where money is abolished and what 
is required in its place is the provision, For all equally, of life’s basic necessities. 
Such an anarchist society would be based around the stable provision of such 


needs wherever a person went through its network of local anarchist communities. 


DEMOCRACY Democracy is a political system of organisation which states that the 
people as a whole will decide the political direction and policy of the place in which 
they live. There are several forms of this, including but not restricted to, the 
general election, the plebiscite and the referendum. However, not every Form of 
democracy involves all of the people all of the time, as in when, for example, 
populations elect representatives to make decisions and discuss political issues on 
their behalf. We can see how that goes when millions don’t take part and there is a 
general attitude of things being someone else’s problem. Participation is voluntary 


and responsibility is a dirty word in many such scenarios. 
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Anarchism, | would argue after some other anarchists, is that political practice 
which takes democracy the most seriously - both in terms of participation and in 
terms of responsibility. This is because anarchism states quite openly that the best 
person to decide the course of your own life and the political circumstances of you 
living it is you yourself. It Further states that, inasmuch as this life is a matter of 
cooperation with others, then that should be carried out on the basis of Freely 
made, uncoerced and non incentivised agreements between people with whom 
they choose to associate. The democratic basis of such a society, or the 
communities that make it up, is then based in the responsibility each has For their 
own life and the taking up of that responsibility on a consistent basis, the ultimate 
mark of a true democracy. For what could be more democratic than everybody 
having a say on everything the whole of the time? IF you truly believe in a 
thorough-going democracy, then anarchism is the purest Form of it there is. What's 
more, this anarchistic understanding of democracy takes democracy seriously as 
the thing it should be most of all - the practice of the will of individual people. 
Democracy, in this sense, is not an idea or a set of beliefs about political 
organisation. This understanding says that democracy is an action or it is nothing. IF 
people aren’t actually deciding the political circumstances of their own lives in 
practice on a constant basis then, no matter what the political system is called and 
no matter what is claimed for it, it is not really democracy at all. Democracy is 
people having the responsibility for deciding the political circumstances of their 
lives all the time. Only anarchism insists on this kind of democracy and only 
anarchism sees in this kind of democracy the responsibility For our own lives which 
makes us more authentic and more virtuous people. Such democracy, therefore, 


not only takes our responsibility for our own lives seriously but it also makes us 
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more engaged members of the social world in so doing. 


AUTHORITY Few would dispute that the modern world is authoritarian. For a start, 
the world has been artificially chopped up into territories called countries. 
Nominally, each of these countries has a government of which there is a head of 
state who controls some sort of bureaucracy and who is also likely to have an army, 
a police Force, means of incarcerating people adjudged to have committed crimes 
[For which there is a judicial system], etc, etc, etc. So much authority wielding so 
much power [and will] to control. Such authority is also necessarily based on an 
ethos of centralisation by which the population at large can be more easily 


controlled. 


It may be observed that human solidarity, the ability and willingness of people to 
help each other in and through daily life, is not helped by such things. In such a 
context, people are dehumanised by having customary ways they must do things 
[as prescribed by authority] rather than through authentic acts of common 
concern. Doing something because you are told or required to is not the same as 
doing something because you want to or because you see the benefit in helping 
each other. Anarchism looks to the second two things there and not to the first. It 
wants to educate a people and develop them to the point where human solidarity, 
bonds of kinship and common concern, are built up from one to another. We then 
help each other to live and provide for each others’ needs because we are part of 
something bigger than ourselves and see the human interest in doing so. It 
enriches us to be like this even as it enriches those we help. How small, bitter and 


twisted does it then look to do something because you are ordered to, required to 
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or expected to - often under threat of violence if you do not? Put simply, in its 
radical rejection of authority, in its creating of new people who act in solidarity 
with each other, anarchism creates better people and so a better community for all 


of us. 


And in doing all that, it demonstrates that we don’t actually need authority and the 
apparatus of power in the first place. We are, in fact, well able to live without these 


things if only we will choose to live in solidarity with each other instead. 


FICTION One might wonder at the appearance of “fiction” in a document about 
anarchism and human solidarity. What is a literary genre doing here? The answer is 
that Fiction, also known as narrative understanding, is a part of the human psyche, 
it is part of how human beings like to think about things by making them into 
stories. Religions have such Fictions but then again political opinions do as well. 
Soon you come to realise that more or less everything Fits into a bigger narrative in 


some way or another which lends those things their sense and meaning. 


The issue here is that, so | would maintain for reasons | have set out elsewhere in 
books such as my 4 volume series There is Nothing to Stick to, all of these Fictions 
are ultimately False and only really pragmatic Fictions. What this means is we take 
them up because they have some use in practice and they have a certain utility. For 
example, another kind of fiction is the social fiction. These are things like special 
relationships between certain people [such as in marriage], the use of currency [to 
which is attached a social Fiction of worth], and the idea of obligation [which is 


generated by the idea that you owe somebody something due to some agreement 
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you have made such as in work relationships]. None of these things are obligations 
reality is putting you under. Instead, these and many other things are fictive 


agreements we make with each other because we find some usefulness in them. 


Such human uses of fiction have consequences. One is that many of the things we 
think [some would say all of them] are therefore not real. Rather than taking sucha 
conclusion in a philosophical direction, however, they take it in a practical one. IF a 
lot of the things we think are merely useful stories which help us to make sense of 
life in some practical way - well then it will depend on what we want to do and 
where we want to go in regard to how useful those things then are. For example, if 
| want to be a citizen in a western liberal democracy who needs to have a job to 
survive then there are certain things | need to do. | need to contact employers, 
have a CV, be able to show interest in, and aptitude for, the work, make sure | am 
properly recognised by the government of the country so that | am allowed to 
work there at all, etc. | will need to make sense of such circumstances narratively in 
order to do this in order to accept them. But what if | am an anarchist and | tell 
myself a different story about life and how it is best organised? What do | then 


think about employers and CVs and registering with governments? 


And so we come to see that the fictions we believe and the social fictions we 
engage in do make a difference to how our lives are lived and what their 
consequences are. A life in nature all by itself would be very different from a very 
regulated life in a modern country in which lots of artificial rules and expectations 
have been created. The anarchist asks that you think about this and asks what is 


necessary For a life which maximises Freedom For all in a non-coercive way in which 
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people at large can experience peace and happiness in their own experience whilst 
still enabling the same for others as well. Whilst it is true to say that most of the 
Fictions some hold dear have their uses [for that is why they are taken up as 
Fictions at all], it is not the case that all promote this in the ways described. The 
anarchist who takes responsibility For the happiness and peacefulness of their own 
life and the lives of others will, then, pay attention to the fictions they and their 
community adheres to and ask what promotes peaceful freedom for all, wishing to 
take such things up and abandon those that are contrary to it. It may, indeed, even 
be the case that, in such a scenario, very Few such fictions are required. So much 
the better. For example, do people need states to recognise their public unions 
[marriage]? Almost certainly not. People can be left alone to associate with 


whomever they will associate with without the interference of others. 


COMMONS “Commons” is a term of political economics and means the cultural and 
natural resources accessible to all members of a society, including natural 
materials such as air, water, and a habitable earth. These resources are held in 
common and not owned privately [although, in the past and in our present, there 
are corporations, such as Nestle, who have wanted to own the right to supply 
water and remove it from being a common resource - all For their profit, of course. 
The Film Total Recall involves a plot on a Fictional Mars to own the right to sell air 
as another example of practices that are anti-commons. Land, of course, is one of 
the primary resources that has been forcibly stolen and is now guarded, under 
threat of violence, from the people in general]. Commons can also be understood 
as natural resources that communities manage for individual and collective 


benefit. Characteristically, as this currently applies, this involves a variety of 
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informal norms and values [social practices] employed as a governance mechanism. 
Commons can be also defined as a social practice of governing a resource not by 
state or market but by a community of users that self-governs the resource 
through institutions that it creates. Yet in a possible Future anarchist context 
EVERYTHING would be a matter of the commons and all would be regarded as held 
in common for the benefit of all and no one grouping or community, let alone an 
individual, would be presumed to hold any rights over any resource that were not 
equally held by any other person or community. Commons exists in the recognition 
that when no one person or grouping can control access to a resource, it is of 
greater benefit to people in general. As such, it is an argument for the benefits of 


sharing over the disbenefits of possession. 


COMMUNITY A community is a group of people. In an anarchist society that society 
would ideally be made up of groups of people who, by their own free choice and 
for no other reason, work together for their common good. Thus, a future 
anarchist society can be imagined made up of a network of millions of local, 
autonomous communities who deal with each other, again to their own common 
benefit, as they themselves see fit. There would be no overarching government or 
hierarchy of these communities and no leaders within them either. They would be 
based simply on mutual aid and free association as each satisfied their needs in 
tandem with each other in every possible sphere of life from schooling to security, 


From medicine to the provision of life’s necessities. 


CIVILISATION Civilisation is, in my retelling of the history of anarchism, that which 


the First Greek and Chinese proto-anarchists [better known as the Cynics and the 
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Daoists] resisted during the rise of Greek and then Roman culture in the West and 
Chinese empire in the East. Despite this, the greater centralisation of human 
peoples in an ever growing civilisation carried on regardless and is now manifested 
in a world of largely capitalistic nation states which each have their apparatuses of 
civil and military control as well as having bureaucratised their populations. The 
greatest characteristic of this civilisation, aided by the rise of all kinds of human 
technology and the power of wealth as exhibited in the corporation, is 
centralisation of control which allows relatively few people to control whole 
populations and regulate what they can and cannot do. As such, it is civilisation 
itself - and not its ruling ethics or ideologies - which is the enemy of the anarchist. 
Accordingly, the anarchist does not argue that civilisation needs to be reformed 
but that it is Fundamentally at odds with the anarchist requirement that people no 
longer be coerced in the matter of their lives. The centralisation that civilisation 
entails therefore non-negotiably needs to be annihilated in order for anarchism to 
take place as it is Fundamentally opposed to anarchism in all its forms. In so 
destroying such a centralising civilisation the anarchist communities which take its 
place would look to provide and maintain the services currently provided on 
“civilised” grounds which are of benefit to the human population whilst completely 
abandoning all the elements of civilisation which are contrary to the freedom and 


liberty of all human beings everywhere. 


ETHICS A future anarchist society would be a place of ethics where ethics is 
nothing more and nothing less than a praxis, a practical orientation, a lifestyle. 
Such ethics would likely, for example, be those of non-discrimination on grounds of 


colour or gender or sexual proclivities. Indeed, | would imagine such societies cease 
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to find these things a matter of public interest [although, at the same time, there is 
no reason why groups of people may not bond together based on a colour, gender 
or preferred sexuality. Since, in anarchism, there are no leaders and no laws, and so 
no police to tell you how you must live, people are free to make their own 
arrangements accordingly]. Anarchists in general are those who wish to break 
down the artificial barriers and borders that some have erected between human 
beings and so their ethics would tend to be ones of openness and mutuality, of 
sharing and of “do no harm” to others or to their environment. As these ethics 
would tend to be exampled in a lifestyle they would also exist in educative ways so 
that children brought up in such lifestyles would learn their relationships to others 
and the world organically rather than by being taught them as “rules”. This would 
then be an ethics of lived experience and not one of ways we can think of to coerce 
our Fellow human beings in the belief that, when common human needs are met in 
ways beneficial to all, this, consequently, demotivates the need for unethical lives 
in the first place. In other words, if attitudes of coercion and control are replaced 
with freedom and the common good then this works out better for all concerned 
in the long run and a more ethical community is produced. Or, as Daoists say, 


“When nothing is done then nothing is left undone.” 


ETHOS Anarchism, as | have conceived it as an understanding of the best way for 
human beings to live their lives [necessarily in interaction with each other] on the 
earth, is not merely a matter of how those human beings are organised or interact. 
In Fact, such thinking is probably approaching the issues From the wrong direction. 
Instead, any community, whoever it is made up of, is only the sum of its parts. What 


this means is that it is a matter of the individuals concerned as to how that 
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community will Function. IF these people are not of the right character then such a 
community may well fall apart or be led astray by malign influences. But if that 
community is made up of people who value virtue, benevolence and integrity then 


it may be very successful in catering for the whole. 


All this is to say that the kind of anarchism | stand for begins with the virtuous 
individual, and the individual who, in fact, seeks virtue - just as the Cynics and the 
Daoists did in millennia past [as well as the Stoic Zeno whom anarchist Peter 
Kropotkin described in 1910 as “the best exponent of anarchist philosophy in 
ancient Greece”]. It is about developing an anarchistic ethos of personal growth 
and personal virtue in harmony with one’s surroundings and one’s Fellow human 
beings, an ethos of respect, co-existence and simplicity. A good society cannot 
come from bad, selfish, grasping people and it all begins with people who want to 
be the best human beings they can be. It is about a personal ethos which sees the 


value in self-improvement, self-education, mutual aid and anarchism to begin with. 


CAPITAL Anarchism rejects all forms of capital and capitalism and, as such, avoids 
bartering, bargaining and all forms of commerce as well as anything to do with 
either money or currency. Instead, it is formed on the basis of the gift, of 
collectivism and of mutuality with direct community control over the means of 
production and maintenance of life’s basic necessities. In addition, everything is 


held in common and so there is literally no point to, and no use For, capital. 


ORGANISATION IF people are going to live together in an equitable peace, which is 


the hope of the vast majority of those who have ever called themselves anarchists, 
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then they will need to be able to organise themselves. Some would tell you that 
anarchists are unable to do this but, on the contrary, | think they might be the only 
ones who can do it properly. Any number of documented anarchists have written 
at great length about the organisation necessary to build equitable, non-coercive 
communities which serve people and provide for their common needs without the 
need for bribery, corruption or discrimination in Favour of one grouping or against 
another. In many communitarian versions of anarchism the practice of that 
anarchism is explicitly based around community organisation. Such people talk of 
collectives, communes, local communities, who provide for each other and work 
together to achieve the provision of needs that one or two alone cannot Fulfill by 
themselves. Their express Focus is inherently communitarian and cooperative. Far 
from being unable to organise, anarchists are those who want to build a network 
of cooperative communities who decide and organise their own lives on the basis 


of mutual aid, mutual consent and community action. 


PEACE In the modern world peace is not much discussed, much less, so it seems, 
achieved. Rather, enmity, argument and discord is much more common and 
winning - or being seen to win - is regarded as much more the important thing, the 
thing people always get sucked into. | diagnose this as not merely a social problem 
but, in all too many cases, a personal one. Once more, this goes to the heart of 
what | believe is an existential case for anarchism, an anarchism of soul, an inner 
anarchism which is peaceful, centred, balanced, at the individual level and deep 
within. How can we expect peaceful communities if most people are at war with 
themselves and with others? So, yes, | am saying peace is anarchism and anarchism 


is peace. | am saying that in order to have peaceful communities you need peaceful 
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people. You need people who are self-aware, authentic, genuine, with an integrity 
of their own they have earned from taking such a thing seriously. But that does not 
mean people who are not prepared to fight, who don’t have values, who are 
obsessed with themselves. In Fact, | argue that it is when people have a deep inner 
peace, a peace that produces an inner joy, that they are then best equipped to 
Fight for themselves and others and a better world. It is my intuition that this 
peace comes from a personal search For virtue and so that a peaceful humanity is a 
better humanity and a humanity better able to care For itself and the world it lives 


in. Therefore, seek peace for yourself and seek peace for your community. 


POLITICS Politics is the business of the organisation of society. At its best it is 
something thoroughly democratised - the business of everybody - but often [or 
even usually] this is not the case and such a politics is subverted. Much politics in 
the modern world is carried out on the basis of parties who have policies [which 
they may or may not carry out given the chance to] but this is a poor excuse for 
politics and an easy way to railroad people into static, self-serving choices which 
can be bought and paid for by private interests such as we see in much of the 
world today. In short, no political system which is centralised or controlled by big 
money or party agendas is a political system worth a damn. Such a politics is a 
diseased politics that has been invaded and turned against itself and deserves to 
be thoroughly destroyed. Politics, for the anarchist, is a matter of personal 


involvement and personal action and the anarchist accepts no substitutes. 


Thus, anarchists believe in a politics of praxis, one that is about the involvement of 


every human individual in deciding the course of their own life and the conditions 
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in which that life is lived. They do not believe politics should ever be 
commandeered by parties or Financial interests or even just one group of people 
and not another [so there are no “anarchist leaders” in an anarchist politics 
because there are no leaders at all in what is an entirely decentralised way of 
existing]. They are about fostering conditions in which you get to decide for 
yourself how your life should be - and that whoever you are, whatever gender, 
whatever sexuality, whatever colour, whatever faith or creed you subscribe to. 
Anarchists believe that politics is about making people responsible For their own 
decisions and linking the people themselves to the very outcomes that they seek. 
Therefore, it is a very direct Form of politics and not simply a talking shop and 
much less a process of delegating power or responsibility to others. An anarchist 
politics is a politics of and for everyone, a politics you cannot avoid because you 


and your decisions are the very embodiment of that politics. 


PRAGMATISM In many respects a Future anarchist society would be pragmatist in 
outlook. Solutions to problems or ways to proceed would be carried out on the 
basis of their general usefulness to the group concerned which would, of course, 
be a very practical means of operation. Indeed, the anarchist generally might be 
regarded as one who only proceeds on the basis of pragmatic means which service 
the agreed needs of some community - and that without reference to either some 
abstract principle or any in-place authority. IF it works, demonstrates utility and it 
takes someone [or some community] where they want to go, then that is its own 


recommendation. 
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RESPONSIBILITY What our world lacks much of these days is responsibility. IF only 
all those people who had responsibility For things took that responsibility 
seriously, or even admitted to it, our world would already be immeasurably 
improved. Yet our political leaders, company bosses, police Forces, etc., all seek to 
avoid the responsibility that is properly theirs and, as a result, we live in a society 


characterized by manipulation, deceit and corruption. 


Anarchism wants to change all that. It wants to remove all those who refuse to 
take responsibility and strip everything right back and say that the responsibility 
for your life lies with you and you alone. No one else to blame, nowhere else to 
shovel responsibility. There is just you and those with whom you choose to 
associate. Anarchism is a philosophy of personal and communal responsibility in 
which your life is the outcome of how much responsibility you take in as direct a 


way as possible. 


SIMPLICITY It is the observation of many an anarchist that civilised life has become 
too complex and complicated for human good. The only ones who profit From such 
a situation are the cheats and manipulators who want to advance their own cause 
in the confusion. If civilisation was meant to make everybody's life better it is not 
hard to see that this both comes at an unsustainably huge cost and that it is 
distributed both unequally and unfairly. But there is another way and people have 
been speaking about it For millennia; this way is called simplicity. Simplicity is 
having Few needs and even less wants. It is not to say that you should be able to 
have anything you can think of but it is to say that you should learn to cultivate an 


attitude of being happy with enough. Many traditions and philosophers have 
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spoken of simplicity as a very great virtue of benefit to both those who take it up 
and the societies that they inhabit. When things are made simple they are made 
more amenable to all. People then Forget their own selfish needs and are more 
able to help each other. This is a win-win situation. Simplicity is also tied to a more 
natural form of living for, when one lives a simple life, one uses less resources, 
makes less of a Footprint from one’s existence and so consequently affects others 
less. It is also much easier to live in peace if one only has simple needs. An attitude 
of simplicity is of great benefit to an anarchist lifestyle, it is an expression of a 
new-found and totally appropriate humility and an end to egotism, hubris and 
pride which destroys communities and leads only to selfish ways. Remember, it is 


the exploitative who want things to be complicated! 


SOLIDARITY There is nothing great that is achieved today that is not done by 
means of human solidarity, human togetherness. Even feats of single-handed 
greatness are usually acknowledged as having been constructed by the work of a 
team of people behind the scenes. Truly, no person is an island and, in all our daily 
lives, we each rely on any number of unknown people to feed us, clothe us, look 
after our houses, maintain our transport, pump our sewerage, heal us if we get 
sick, etc., etc. Human solidarity is the very basis of human life on earth. The 
anarchist acknowledges this Fact and asks why life cannot simply be based on this 
without any other impetus or coercion to action. What someone can do now, 
probably for money, they can also do in future out of human solidarity alone in 
order to support all our lives. IF each plays their part, if each stands up for and 
supports the other as they can ina billion acts of mutual aid, human society will be 


all the stronger For it. This is the practical basis of anarchism on the ground. 
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POSTSCRIPT 


It goes without saying that this brief document is essentially a manifesto of ideas 
or values in pursuance of a greater human solidarity that fights against the 
exploitation of some by others. Yet anarchists do not go around telling other 
people how things will be and so they can only suggest ways forward or offer ideas 
For discussion or education. Since anarchists are those who believe in making their 
own lives, perhaps in tandem with such others as they can come to agreement 
with, it is impossible to say how any given anarchist community or society would be 
except to lay out some values and guidelines which many other broadly anarchist 
people have espoused in the past and continue to espouse now. This amounts to a 
set of ideas anarchists have held dear in the past with the belief that they may 
continue to do so in the future and it is guided by the most common values of the 
anarchist, the belief that no one should be coerced or controlled by any power, 
state or authority and that society should be arranged in such a way as such things 
become impossible, society then being a matter of their own, individual express 
consent to communities of common interest, otherwise expressed in the notions 
of voluntary association and a social libertarianism. Such ideas are at the heart of 
pretty much all anarchism of the last two centuries and would likely form the basis 


of any anarchist society going forward. 
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POLITICS IS AN ACTION! 


Anarchism and Socialism as Activities not Ideas 


CONTEXT 


Recently | wrote a small booklet called “A Document Concerning Human 
Solidarity”. In it, | placed a Few ideas, spurs to Further thought, on how we become 
an anarchist people living in an anarchist community. It concentrated on anarchism 
as a praxis, an activity, as well as certain views about people in general and our 


world in particular. 


That booklet was, however, only a beginning because it is not enough to write 
down some ideas, or even to hold what we regard to be the right ideas, and then 
imagine our job is done. The Fundamental belief of that Former booklet was that 
POLITICS IS AN ACTION and if politics is an action then it can no less be true that 
anarchism, and the social spread of anarchist practice in an anarchist socialism, is 
any less an action. This is to say that it is simply not good enough to have 
“anarchist” or “socialist” on your social media bio and to regard yourself as doing 
either anarchism or socialism simply because of this. This is, in Fact, merely to take 
these labels as identities and essentially brandish them as brand names. But it is 
not to do either anarchism or socialism which is something completely other. It is 
rather only to take part in silly sectarian games of “team this” and “team that” but 
to have basically zero political effect on the world in so doing. And neither 


anarchism nor socialism were ever things imagined to be so consequenceless as 
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that. 


This essay is being written as a response to such an observed phenomenon and in 
furtherance of the direction in which “A Document Concerning Human Solidarity” 
was headed. For those who are unaware of my writing, | am an anarchist who has 
written a number of books and other pieces of literature about my own, often 
philosophically anarchist, journey, a journey which links the activities of Cynics and 
Daoists more than two millennia ago with the political struggles of today. IF you 
want to know what | think anarchism is you may read my Spiritual Anarchist’s 
Philosophical Handbook which is part of my Four volume series There is Nothing to 
Stick to. This series approaches anarchism from spiritual and philosophical 
directions as manifested in the texts of others from the aforementioned Cynics 
and Daoists to Nietzsche, pragmatist philosophies and the anarchist literature of 
Alan Moore - via several Zen inspired poems. This is a history of my own 
appropriation of anarchism on the individual level and an expression of anarchism 


as the reality of the universe itself and, | frankly admit, it will not be for everyone. 


Yet everyone starts where they are. IF they are to go from where they are to where 
they may end up then they will need to make progress. Part of this progress, | have 
come to believe, is in turning ideas into actions. Anarchism, and an anarchist 
socialism, which are the things | am interested in in this particular essay, are things 
which have an intention to affect the world and to change it for the better. And, 
therefore, they can never be things restricted to either the world of ideas or the 
world of identities. They are actions and they must have effects. They are not the 


subjects of talking shops or social media discussion - although it is not bad in itself 
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to discuss them and refine your own ideas or the ideas of others together. It is just 


that that talk should always be for the purposes of action. 


The immediate issue which causes the writing of this essay after my previous one 
on human solidarity is this. Recently, on my Twitter Feed, | made a poll. It asked the 


Following question: 


Can you have socialism and Sky Sports? 
Can you have socialism and an iphone? 


Can you have socialism and 24hr Amazon delivery? 


YES 


NO 


The results came back 42.1% yes and 57.9% no. Now | am not Followed on Twitter 
by thousands and thousands of socialists but | am certainly Followed by a few 
dozen. The point of the poll was not to be scientifically accurate or statistically 
significant but to gauge, in a Fairly random way, how those openly identifying as 
“socialist” responded to such a question and to pose a question to them that asked 
them to critically engage with what they imagined “socialism” to be as well as to 
ask if that was compatible, or not, with standard expressions of capitalism in our 
world today. This being the context for my poll, | personally Find the result quite 
shocking and it did confirm my suspicion that there are probably quite a few 


people identifying as “socialist” out there who are either unaware of what 
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socialism is or entails or who are imagining they can have their capitalist cake and 
wash it down with a dose of something socialist to taste in some curious admixture 


of ingredients. 


Needless to say, | find this notion of capitalist and socialist compatibility both 
absurd and completely out of bounds for | regard the two as simply contradictory 
and antithetical. In my mind it is socialism or capitalism not both/and. You cannot 
speak to any version of socialism worth the name which wishes to enshrine Jeff 
Bezos in place as the richest man alive based on all the capitalist practices he 
utilizes at Amazon - from low pay to disregard for the environmental 
consequences of his businesses. You cannot call yourself a socialist yet be happy 
for Apple to leverage Chinese labour so that they can maximize their privately 
accrued profits from their conscientiously groomed customer base. Socialism, as 
indeed its relative, anarchism, are not things to be added on to other practices or 
ideologies. They are things which demand a total revaluation of all values and so a 
completely different organisation of the world, something which will manifest 
itself as a different way of living life For all of us rather than the continuance of the 


same if by other means. 


In this essay | hope to say why that is so and | hope to do that by explaining a little 
more about the anarchism, and the anarchist socialism, that needs to replace 
capitalism Following on from the ideas | put forward in “A Document Concerning 
Human Solidarity”. My ideas there will be assumed here and so you may wish to 
read that first. Here | intend to be more concrete and address more real world, 


contemporary issues. This is because both anarchism and socialism are put Forward 
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as ideas which address, and better accommodate, issues of the real world. Yet, of 
course, these ideas will still be my own. As previously, this is not any agenda 
intended to be enforced on anybody. It is a set of ideas and thoughts put forward 
in a spirit of democratic cooperation. It is my belief that we must be the things we 
want to see and, if things such as anarchism and socialism are truly actions, then 
the way to make them operative in society is to actually practice them. Actions 
speak louder than words and seeing that these things are not the oppressive 
bogeymen their rhetorical opponents paint them as will be far more persuasive 


than any talk or essay could ever be. 


THE PROBLEM, PART ONE: CAPITALISM 


The problem is clear to see: it is capitalism and everything that sustains it from 
states, governments and electoral politics to police, private property and 
corporations. It is this system, which tells you that every other human being alive is 
your competitor in a game of “grab as much for yourself as possible”, which 
enslaves us all. It even enslaves those who emerge victorious as the “winners” 
[something which requires many, many times more “losers”] for they must spend 
their entire lives trying to hold onto whatever it is they have amassed whilst 
keeping the rest of us at bay. Is this any way to live? Is this any way to organise 


human society? 


Capitalism, then, is a social and economic system which seeks to organise human 


civilisation on the basis of private ownership and control over property and the 


means of production that is run on the basis of profit for the owners. It is that 
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political system in which the leaders and institutions of such a society primarily 
exist to ensure this is the basis on which society is run as well as to ensure that 
such invented rights to private ownership and control are maintained. A capitalist 
society is one in which the haves can buy influence over the politics of that society 
and in which they can dictate terms to the have nots, not least because they own 
the right to give out employment, control the supplies of many goods vital For the 
continuation of human life and, in large part, control the stock of housing where 
people live. In one Fell swoop a tiny elite that have profited From the creation of 
the capitalist situation can make you jobless, homeless and starving. In addition, 
they use their plenty to ensure that effective opposition to such a capitalist 
situation is nullified or made as difficult as possible through the use of politicians, 
capitalism-enforcing law and the physical Force of increasingly militarised police 
Forces and the prison system so that getting out of this capitalist choke hold is nigh 
on impossible. In valuing material things over human life and dignity for all, the 
capitalists want you quiet, docile and cooperative and so they offer you up things 
to consume and become comfortable with so that you never ask the question of 
why this person is a multi-billionaire whilst, elsewhere, people live in cardboard 
boxes or others need to work three jobs to cling onto life by their Fingertips. For 
them the ideal citizen is apathetic and lethargic and perhaps kept amused by some 
capitalist-supplied entertainment from which they never lift up their heads to 


notice what is really going on: Netflix and ill. 


What you need to know about this capitalism is that it is a system and it is a Fiction 


- and the two work together to try and rhetorically convince you that it is the way 


things have to be. In order to make this fictional system stick capitalists make sure 
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they have control over the politics of society so that, even where you have an 
illusion of choice, it is a choice of this brand of capitalism or that brand of 
capitalism. Capitalism, in fact, is completely anti-democratic for its purpose is to 
shuffle the wealth - and so the real power, the power to coerce, to influence - into 
as Few hands as possible. To this end, capitalists utilise their fortunes to make sure 
that no alternative to capitalism ever has a chance in the “marketplace of ideas” 
according to a consumerist logic in which, if this is not that, then they must be 
different things. Yet, in fact, they are not different things. Democrats and 
Republicans in the USA are in total agreement that capitalism is the only way. 
Conservative and Labour in the UK argue about kinder and harsher versions of 
capitalism even though the latter claims, in some sense, to be socialist in roots and 
heritage. We see the same phenomenon throughout most countries on earth. Even 
China is effectively a state capitalist country. It exists to make money out of 
people’s needs and wants, even if it is centrally managed, and it does so by 
supplying many of the needs and wants of the corporate world as part of a 
capitalist business chain which hoards wealth for the few whilst keeping the many 
dependent on the Few for their survival - and incarcerating, silencing or even killing 


any who resist. 


Capitalism, then, is not a system which wants your workplace to be democratically 
organised. Capitalism does not want decentralised, participatory institutions of 
society. Capitalism does not want people in general provided with rights to Food, 
water, housing and healthcare. Capitalism does not want to promote notions of 
solidarity and human equality. Capitalism does not want effective democracy at all. 


What capitalism and capitalists want is to pit one person against the other, to have 
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an iron grip of control over institutions by paying their stooges to infiltrate such 
places. Instead of human rights, capitalism wants the right to make you pay for the 
essentials of life and health, including mental health. It wants you seeing your 
neighbour as a potential competitor for resources or the means of survival as 
opposed to a potential ally in the provision of basic needs For all. Capitalism is the 
ideology and practice of division for the purposes of exploitation. It is the 
philosophy of competition imposed upon life. It is a Fiction you are coerced to 
accept as reality even as it addicts you to a lifestyle which is really a means of 


control. 


THE PROBLEM, PART TWO: APATHY 


All this is already bad enough and the painful misery of its effects is all around us in 
Black Lives Matter protests, wealthy countries who are unable [or simply refuse] to 
supply their medical personnel with adequate personal protective equipment in a 
global viral pandemic, in tens of millions unemployed, in a persistent homelessness 
problem, in people who are disabled and so economically unproductive Forced to 
beg for meagre handouts. Basic human dignity and the provision of common needs 
For all without need to pay is anathema to capitalism. It only recognises the profit 
motive and springs from an acquisitive, possessive nature. What's mine is mine and 
not yours. How dare you ask for something, even basic dignity or survival, For 


nothing. 


But if people of colour [and also of certain gender identifications and sexualities] 


being discriminated against and even randomly killed is not bad enough for you, if 
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lack of appropriate health care, homelessness, starvation and the failure to provide 
basic human dignity is not enough for you to do something in response, then what 
is? | spend a lot of my time [Far too much, in fact] observing various conversations 
in social media, in my particular case this means Twitter. | notice there thousands 
of people who identify as “socialist”. Now it is not my place here to say what 
“socialism” is - there are any number of resources available elsewhere where you 
can research and educate yourself about that - but | am damn sure that it is not 
capitalism. And because it is not capitalism | would not expect self-identified 
socialists to be going along with capitalist things or the capitalist system. Indeed, 
in lieu of a definition of socialism | offer the verdict of the organisation Black 


Socialists in America [BSA] on the relationship of socialism to capitalism: 


“There are those who talk of a ‘blending’ of Socialism and Capitalism into some 


new synthesis that solves the hypothetical problems of both. 


There is no such thing. 


Socialism is diametrically opposed to the existence of Capitalism.” 


That seems pretty straightforward to me. But, that being the case, isn’t it then 
incumbent on socialists to be those leading in action against the actions of 
capitalists, the effects of which we see all around us right now? Shouldn’t the word 
“socialist” on your social media description of yourself mean socialism is something 
you DO and not simply be a label you attach to yourself in some empty branding 


exercise? 
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For the benefit of my readers | should inform you that | currently speak From a 
British location. In that situation the most “socialist” leader of the nominally left- 
leaning Labour Party in decades, Jeremy Corbyn, recently left the leadership of the 
party after suffering his second general election defeat in three years. The 
leadership has since been passed on to someone who, by all calculations, is a much 
more centrist figure, embedded in capitalist values. This, | think, should not overly 
concern us. Why not? Because party politics was never going to be the means to 
make society more socialist and less capitalist anyway. Party politics, as | have 
already tried to say once, is a rigged game. It does not offer genuine alternatives 
and it is bought and paid for by capitalists who make sure it is always safely 
stashed away in their back pockets with their wallet. Politicians on all sides take 
such cash and come under such influence and it is only a matter of those who are 


more open about it and those who are less open about it that divides them. 


What's more, such party politics is the sham of democracy that is offered to the 
people to assuage their nominal concerns that they have had a say in what is taking 
place. But, as the old saying goes, “if voting changed anything then they wouldn’t 
let you do it in the First place”. Even Jeremy Corbyn, the most left-leaning politician 
the Labour Party is ever likely to elect as its leader [and that started off as a piece 
of tokenism but that’s another story], was not standing on a platform of abolishing 
the police or outlawing private property or instantiating rules which mandated 
Food, water, healthcare and housing were now human rights he intended to grant 
at no cost to all equally. The Furthest Corbyn got was “free broadband” and that 
was immediately denounced by the capitalist media as communism! All this only 


goes to illustrate how beholden to a capitalist agenda and terminology society 
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itself has become - even in the case of elected politicians known popularly as 
“socialist”. It has even hijacked the language of words like “socialism” or phrases 
like “something For nothing” which are immediately deemed unfair or prejudicial to 
somebody's interest under the pretence that that somebody might be you. 
Capitalism has swayed the political spectrum to such an extent that even mildly 
left of centre Figures such as Corbyn in the UK or Sanders in the USA are now 
regarded as extreme and unreasonable. Genuine socialism or real anarchism are to 
all these people terrors rather than participatory ways out of the capitalist prison 
that is the structure of our current everyday experience. Note that even now, after 
weeks of Black Lives Matter uprisings as | write, neither Sanders nor Corbyn have 
argued For the abolition of the racist police. They are trying to marry the capitalist 


situation with a mildly socialist one. And it is impossible. 


Yet what is the response of the British socialists to this, those socialists of whom | 
have most experience? It is infighting, name-calling, endless regurgitation of 
yesterday's defeats and the imagined reasons for them, bitterness towards 
internal enemies who are not deemed socialist enough, an inability to disentangle 
socialist values and aims From the prison of party politics they have been locked 
into, a lack of thought about what socialism even is or is For, a desire to marry 
socialism with the dominant capitalism in some Fatal compromise into which they 
are all too easily lulled. In short, it seems as if capitalism is working when, to 
mention my insignificant poll above again, almost half of those calling themselves 
socialist think such a thing as socialism is compatible with companies like Apple, 
Amazon or Sky TV. These three are capitalist corporations that could only exist ina 


capitalist system and only exist now because there is one. They exist For capitalist 
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reasons to supply capitalist things to capitalist people. For, make no mistake, if you 
are using their products and services you have been co-opted into capitalism. 
You've been bought off. You've been corrupted. You've become so apathetic and 
lethargic, so lazy in your thinking, that you now think rapacious capitalism with an 
environmental footprint that would shame a climate science denier is compatible 
with the values of equality and justice and provision of basic needs For all. You've 
been conned into thinking you can be a socialist on social media with a red rose 
and the appropriate hashtag but take part in capitalism when you turn it off. But 
that isn’t the case and it never was. Even socialism can be bought and sold. What 
matters is not to wear it as an identity but to act it out. In buying you off with nice 
things, capitalism hopes simply to douse your ardour for socialism and a socialist 


world of social values. All too often, it works. 


POLITICS IS AN ACTION 


Every capitalist in the world will be Fine with you calling yourself a socialist or an 
anarchist morning, noon and night, and wherever you like, provided it makes no 
difference to how you live. Because this is what actually affects the world - what 
you do, how you live, what you will and won’t accept with physical action. This 
particularly applies to things like forming cooperatives, communities, unions and 
collectives, things in which human beings pool their solidarity with one another For 
collective benefit. You don’t need a vote, a party or an election to do this. You can 
simply choose to do it in united action with like-minded people. And it is getting 
this basic point across - that anarchism and socialism are examples of politics and 


that politics is a matter of what you do and not merely of what you think - that is 
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the basic point | want to get across in this essay. It doesn’t matter what you think 
or what your values are if they are going to stay as identity markers, symbols or 
hashtags you use on social media. That, frankly, makes absolutely no difference to 
anything. What does matter is if you act in accordance with your anarchist or 
socialist beliefs and, perhaps in tandem with others, in order to bring these beliefs 


to bear on the activities, and so the direction, of the real world. 


OF course, it is, in our capitalist situation, hard to imagine the world being 
organised in any other way. Capitalism wants you to think this. We see it now in the 
wild rants of Donald Trump and his credulous acolytes who tell you capitalism is 
the way it has to be and anything else [but particularly socialism or anarchism] is 
utter chaos. It isn’t, of course, and such bad actors as these are the last people you 
should listen to on such matters. They are spokespersons for capitalism. There 
entire existence is posited on keeping it in place so that they can continue to 
control, exploit and remain in power. So it is in their interest to tell you things 
cannot be any other way and to tell you there is nothing you can do to change your 
situation. But the problem with this is that there is. As we have seen in Black Lives 
Matter protests, such concerted physical action has already had effects. Police 
officers who were going to be allowed to simply walk away from their crimes were 
suddenly arrested, city councils disassociated themselves from police contracts, 
yet other cities brought in new rules about police operating procedures or funding 
- there was even the setting up of the Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone, an apparently 
self-policing area of Seattle. The situation remains volatile but no one can argue 
that such direct action has not had consequences as statues topple and [some] 


people rush to try and take actions to appease or effectively respond to the anger 
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that is being expressed in regard to black rights. The fact is there are things you 
can do and when you do them it has an effect. Indeed, the history of political 
struggle is the history not of conscientious chats people had about issues 
concerning them but the history of physical actions taken. Politics that gets things 


done is an action. 


And so the only way to move from a capitalist situation to a socialist situation or an 
anarchist situation is not by talk, by votes or by party politics. Workers’ rights are 
not won by discussing things with the bosses over a cup of tea and a piece of cake. 
History alone tells us that the interests of bosses and workers are diametrically 
opposed and so that the latter have to use their collective action to influence the 
Former. Societal protections are not put in place because capitalists care about 
your life. They are only instantiated when enough people make a physical Fuss 
about it. Where that fuss is lacking, so are the protections. Police do not do the 
right thing unless they are conscientiously monitored and people at large refuse to 
let them go about their business in the shadows where, as the bully boys of 
capitalist society, they can protect [the property of] the wealthy but dole out 
injustice arbitrarily administered to the rest. What this should be telling us is that 
the structure of capitalism is destroyed on the basis of action, organised action, 
concerted action, determined action. Capitalism is to be defeated by setting up 
and acting out alternative arrangements and these arrangements can be built right 
now in the decisions of thousands of people motivated to do so. It does not 
require supporting any political party. It is not a matter of votes. You do not need 
to win any elections. The power to change society from within is in your simple 


agreement to work with like-minded others on the basis of new [socialist and/or 
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anarchist] values for the common good. What capitalism doesn’t tell you, for it is 
its dirty little secret, is that it is powerless if people simply refuse to play its game. 
Its power is only in blinding you to the truth that it really has no power besides 
your coerced participation in it. Refuse to participate, play a different game, and it 


is destroyed. 


Thus, what is required is action taking place based on socialist and anarchist 
principles [in my view] which directly oppose the structure of capitalism with the 
structure of something else which destroys it. What needs to be done is to build 
alternative arrangements which people can see are beneficial across the board and 
which do not discriminate or exploit in the way that capitalism does with its agenda 
of divide and rule. This action will go a long way towards changing people From 
those who believe in the selfish acquisition of quanta of power that we call wealth 
into those who are cooperative with others for the common good. Instead of 
seeing others as enemies, they see others as potential allies. This can only 
effectively be done by people seeing it take place. It is all about action. This action 
will also belay the thought taking hold that this is somewhat utopian. It is, in Fact, 
far From utopian. It is hard work and in constant need of effort. A better world 
does not appear by itself. It is made by the hands and sweat of men and women 


like you and me. 


But how can this be done? This is always the key question and, as ever, capitalism 
tries to Frame the question to its advantage. It tells you it is hard or impossible or 
something that people at large won't accept. These are all the desperate pleas of 


an ethos that relies on exploitation and enflaming your greed, that wants you to 
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see your neighbour as a potential enemy rather than a potential friend. The simple 
answer to the question is you do it by ORGANISING. Organising means actively 
scouting and looking around for allies whom you can make common cause with. 
This might be at your work or in your street or neighbourhood. It might be with 
others you share some leisure activity with. It doesn’t really matter how you come 
to know these people provided you discuss your common needs and the issues 
that affect you with them and determine to make common cause with them 
regarding dealing with them. The more people do this, the more local communities 
of people there will be taking matters into their own hands to resolve their 
common needs and problems. This requires no special skills beyond 
communicating with each other and utilising your common resources to Fulfill 
common needs. As unions and workers’ rights organisations have found over two 
centuries now, in unity there is more strength than acting alone. Both socialism 
and anarchism are based on the uncoerced free participation of people in 
democratic communities set up for the common good. But this is an action. You 


have to do it for it to have any effect. 


NEW VALUES, NEW COMMUNITIES 


In order to complete this essay | intend to give a vision of a Future human society. It 
is something which would fit, politically, within parameters bounded by anarchism 
and socialism. [Here the name is not as important as the Fact of a genuinely 
democratic and participatory society without government based on common 
ownership for the common good and run on the principle of mutual aid.] It would 


be a society that replaced and obliterated a capitalist one. Thus, it would 
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necessarily entail removing the entire apparatus which ensures capitalism 
maintains its grip on people in society at large including police, courts, prisons, 
private property, private corporations and even money, and this would create a 
new form of life. This course of action, it must be noted, is inevitable For capitalism 
will not share what it has and is incompatible with an ethos that is based on sharing 
and the common good anyway. You cannot compromise with an ethos based on 
the private accumulation of the power to coerce; you can only negate its ability to 
amass and protect such power by diversifying it. So “reform” or “reforming” such a 
system is impossible. Capitalism simply wants to survive and will accept reform so 
long as capitalist power structures remain. Therefore, it must all be torn down. 
However, it must clearly be stated that this Future vision will not be “a utopia”. It 
will not be a utopia because this vision is based entirely in the actions of human 
beings to make it so based in actions anyone can choose to take right now. We are 
here interested in what can be done rather than in what can be imagined. 
Anarchists and socialists should be pragmatists not idealists. The language of 
“utopia”, | think, is often nothing more than the capitalist telling you that your 
action is impossible and will have no effects. As such, it is a lie and an attempt to 
demotivate you from beginning in the first place. But, as anarchist graffiti 


suggests, the secret is, and always is, TO BEGIN. 


In his graphic novel, V For Vendetta, a graphic novel all about anarchism which you 
should certainly read if you have not, British comics legend, Alan Moore, has 
something like the following line: “Governments should be afraid of their people, 
not people of their governments.” This is entirely the kind of society we should be 


motivated to build. Government in a capitalist world is about handing your power 
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over to them once every four or five years and then leaving it to them. This is a 
sham of democracy that is easily corruptible. It is certainly not the democracy 
imagined in V for Vendetta. The aim of a new communitarian society based on 
anarchist/socialist principles is to come together in huge solidarity as a group of 
human beings who cannot be ignored. Once you do that, governments start 
coming to you to see what they have to do to appease you. But, of course, there is 
not going to be any appeasement here because the society that replaces 
capitalism will not be based on giving your democratic responsibility away but on 
retaining it such that it can never be delegated, bartered or sold to anyone else. 
This society of the future believes in democracy all the way down and the 
destruction of centralising power; it believes in a non-transferable democratic 
responsibility; it believes that democracy is so important to the common good that 
it is something that should never be given away; it believes that all oppressions, 
whether based in gender, colour, class or sexuality, must cease and so in a 


democracy of all equally For all equally. 


Therefore, in this Future society, the only way the government appeases anybody is 
by abolishing itself - or by being abolished by such democratically responsible 
people. The Future society, based in a non-transferable democracy of all for all, will 
have no government. There will be no leaders [save perhaps local figureheads 
elected by sortition for the purposes of organised and orderly decision-making]. 
There will be no hierarchies or pyramids in which a few at the top bask in wealth 
based on the work of everybody else whom they stand above. The future society 
will be horizontal, cooperative, communal, decentralised, participatory, 


consistently egalitarian and opposed to all oppressions. There will be no leaders to 
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corrupt, there will be no power structures to gain control of, there will be no laws 
and police to put abstract ideas like private ownership or local custom above the 
realities of people’s lives. Communities will police themselves with the ultimate 
power being expulsion from the community and so From access to a community’s 
resources. One lives a happy, peaceful life here by making common cause with 


others not by seeking to control or exploit them. 


All this can be begun right now in the organising | spoke of above. In Fact, none of 
this begins at all unless such organising takes place if the aim is to build a 
movement of human solidarity based on people who come together wanting to 
create a society based on mutual aid rather than private wealth accumulation. You 
are, of course, Free to do nothing but rant all day on Twitter about how the world is 
terrible, bad things happen, people lie, cheat, steal and pass money to their Friends 
once in government, go back on their promises and everything else governments 
do these days. But what will that have achieved as you talk to your echo chamber 
of people who already believe everything you believe anyway? Wouldn't it do much 
more if you took that passion that rails at the injustice in the world and used it to 
create one that wants rid of that injustice instead? It is absolutely not the case that 
this is somebody else’s job. It is your job and if you are mad about how the world is 
run right now and would be interested in seeing something like the one I’m talking 
about then you have even more reason to do something about it than someone 
who doesn’t. A freer, more just, more democratic, more participatory, more 
egalitarian, more decentralised world is not going to happen unless we make it so. 
It will never come through politicians that can be bought off or political parties 


who care only about being the power brokers or in elections where billionaires 
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spend millions to make sure the outcome makes no difference. It is time to wake 
up to the truth that politics is action and the only way to change the world is get 
on your Feet, get into the streets, and change it yourself with like-minded others in 


acts of human solidarity. 


Changing it yourself would involve creating any number of localised communities. 
This could be your street or your block or your estate. These communities would 
then Federate and join together with another form of community - unions or 
workers’ rights organisations which, on the basis of syndicalism, would assert their 
own rights. The point, as | am arguing, is to create community organisations which 
share the same desire for decentralised living in thoroughly democratic 
circumstances. The only realistic way to do this is to Force the government of the 
day to fear your solidarity in numbers. Thus, what is needed is political action which 
takes on the hegemony of capitalism, direct action [such as education of others or 
the organising of strikes and protests] which shows those in power people are 
serious about changing their living circumstances, and the creation of alternative 
institutions and means of administering society which bypass, and eventually 
replace, the capitalist ones. The aim in these three actions is to show the intention 
to take power away from the capitalists and remove it to the decentralised 
Federation of local democratic communities but also to show those not yet on 
board that different and better alternatives to the ones in the current, capitalist 


situation are eminently possible. 


Such new communities, as part of a new, Federated society, would be the masters 


of their own destinies. They would be organised on the basis of their own, socially- 
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decided needs. They would be part of an ethos international in scope and 
orientation in which immigration and emigration would cease to exist as countries, 
Fictional geo-political entities set up only to compete with one another, would be 
abolished. All people would simply become equal occupants of the earth without 
status or hierarchy, examples of what Diogenes called “citizens of the world”. 
Property, land, energy, waterways, housing, food, healthcare, would all be held in 
common and for the common good with equal access for all as the apparatus of a 
free world community was constructed that serviced the needs of all equally. The 
environment in general would belong to all which would engender concern for it 
rather than the capitalist’s disdain and belief that he can just throw his rubbish 
somewhere he does not live and forget about it. We can, of course, behave in ways 
that accommodate to such ideas, to the amount that capitalism let's us, right now 
if we are prepared to act in such ways, to value our neighbour, whoever that is, to 
treat people equally, to care about our surroundings. And that, of course, is 
entirely my point: if we act together in unity and solidarity things can change, 
people have to listen to you and accede to your demands in that circumstance. Or 
you can do nothing and complain all day about how bad things are. And that 


nothing ever changes. | wonder why? Its up to you. Peace be with you. 
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ANARCHISM 101 


Since you've found this book, you might be asking yourself, “WHAT IS 
ANARCHISM?” My response is that, in the first instance, it is you. It is your 
unshakeable need to be responsible for you own life and to take up that 
responsibility seriously and with dedication. And so it is that thing Found in the 


quotations of two anarchist women and one anarchist organization: 


“You cannot buy the revolution. You cannot make the revolution. You can only be 
the revolution. It is in your spirit, or it is nowhere.” — Ursula K. Le Guin, The 


Dispossessed 


“People have only as much liberty as they have the intelligence to want and the 


courage to take.” — Emma Goldman 


“Anarchism is the revolutionary idea that no one is more qualified than you are to 
decide what your life will be.” — Crimethinc, Days of War, Nights of Love: 


Crimethink for Beginners 


But anarchism is much more than this. It is also a response to several thousand 
years of the development of government and states and their growth into anti- 
democratic cabals of legalised hoodlums [with their own private army called 
“police” and another that is the actual army] who not only wish to profit at 
everyone else’s expense but, on the basis of the threat and use of violence, to tell 


you how you shall live. Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Noam Chomsky know this 
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story well: 


“That is what | have always understood to be the essence of anarchism: the 
conviction that the burden of proof has to be placed on authority, and that it 


should be dismantled if that burden cannot be met.” - Noam Chomsky 


“To be GOVERNED is to be watched, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven, 
numbered, regulated, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, checked, 
estimated, valued, censured, commanded, by creatures who have neither the right 
nor the wisdom nor the virtue to do so. To be GOVERNED is to be at every 
operation, at every transaction noted, registered, counted, taxed, stamped, 
measured, numbered, assessed, licensed, authorized, admonished, prevented, 
Forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished. It is, under pretext of public utility, and 
in the name of the general interest, to be placed under contribution, drilled, 
Fleeced, exploited, monopolized, extorted from, squeezed, hoaxed, robbed; then, 
at the slightest resistance, the first word of complaint, to be repressed, Fined, 
vilified, harassed, hunted down, abused, clubbed, disarmed, bound, choked, 
imprisoned, judged, condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed; and to 
crown all, mocked, ridiculed, derided, outraged, dishonored. That is government; 
that is its justice; that is its morality.” — Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, General Idea of 


the Revolution in the Nineteenth Century 


Furthermore, anarchism is based on detailed observation of the human species and 


the drawing of sensible conclusions therefrom. Edward Abbey, the anarchist 


group, CrimethIinc, and the early Feminist activist, Voltairine de Cleyre, make this 
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point several times over: 


“Anarchism is founded on the observation that since Few men are wise enough to 


rule themselves, even fewer are wise enough to rule others.” — Edward Abbey 


“Anarchism is not a romantic Fable but the hardheaded realization, based on Five 
thousand years of experience, that we cannot entrust the management of our lives 
to kings, priests, politicians, generals, and county commissioners.” — Edward 


Abbey 


“No one is more qualified than you are to decide how you live; no one should be 
able to vote on what you do with your time and your potential unless you invite 


them to.” — Crimethinc, Expect Resistance: A Field Manual 


“Yes, | believe in the displacement of this system of injustice by a just one; | believe 
in the end of starvation, exposure, and the crimes caused by them; | believe in the 
human soul regnant over all laws which man has made or will make; | believe there 
is NO peace now, and there will never be peace, so long as one rules over another; | 
believe in the total disintegration and dissolution of the principle and practice of 
authority; | am an Anarchist, and if for this you condemn me, | stand ready to 
receive your condemnation.” — Voltairine de Cleyre, Exquisite Rebel: The Essays of 


Voltairine de Cleyre -- Anarchist, Feminist, Genius 


Despite all this, you may have heard some bad things about anarchists. Perhaps 


you've been told they want to destroy everything or that they have no workable 
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plan which leaves things exactly as they are but by better means or that they 
cannot provide for prosperity or that they cannot enable peace. Well, there are 


some answers to that: 


“Anarchists did not try to carry out genocide against the Armenians in Turkey; they 
did not deliberately starve millions of Ukrainians; they did not create a system of 
death camps to kill Jews, gypsies, and Slavs in Europe; they did not fire-bomb 
scores of large German and Japanese cities and drop nuclear bombs on two of 
them; they did not carry out a ‘Great Leap Forward’ that killed scores of millions of 
Chinese; they did not attempt to kill everybody with any appreciable education in 
Cambodia; they did not launch one aggressive war after another; they did not 


implement trade sanctions that killed perhaps 500,000 Iraqi children. 


In debates between anarchists and statists, the burden of proof clearly should rest 
on those who place their trust in the state. Anarchy’s mayhem is wholly 
conjectural; the state’s mayhem is undeniably, Factually horrendous.” — Robert 


Higgs 


“Anarchists have a 'bad name' in the media, not because they can point to one 
indiscriminate massacre by anarchists--there have been none--but because the one 
thing holders of power fear is that they personally should be held responsible For 


their own actions” — Stuart Christie 


The PR wing of civilised capitalism, that which wants to oppress the many for the 


sake of a rich Few who want to dictate how everyone else will live, will tell you that 
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anarchy is “anti-democratic” [as if either civilisation or capitalism themselves were 
ever really democratic] and they will tell you, based on their Flawed and contingent 


value system, that anarchists will ruin your life. But wait: 


“Anarchism is democracy taken seriously.” — Edward Abbey 


“Anarchism has but one infallible, unchangeable motto, ‘Freedom.’ Freedom to 
discover any truth, Freedom to develop, to live naturally and fully." — Lucy 


Parsons: Freedom, Equality & Solidarity - Writings & Speeches, 1878-1937 


“Anarchy is a state of society where the only government is reason.” — Michael 


Schwab 


IF you want to know what anarchism is, if you want to know what an anarchist can 
be, if you want to know how an anarchist society might work for everybody and not 
just a tiny minority who have all the money and use all its power to buy off and 
control as many of the rest of us as possible, then don’t ask someone wedded to 
capitalism; don’t ask someone who cannot see past civilisation and keeping things 
exactly as the are. Don’t believe the lies of those who tell you this is the way it has 
to be or that it can be like this but better. It can’t be like this but better. Being like 
this involves all the things that make this what it is - including all the violence, the 
discrimination, the hatred, the oppression, the death, the incarceration and the 
operations of power. Civilisation is based on the power of the Few and the control 
of the many. Its time to open your eyes to that Fact. Its time to open your eyes to a 


lot of things. For example, Ammon Hennacy once said, “An anarchist is someone 
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who doesn't need a cop to make him behave.” But that’s not quite right. An 
anarchist is someone who doesn’t need a cop to decide for them what's right and 
what's wrong - or even if such things exist. And an anarchist certainly is someone 
who doesn’t need any private army of the state deciding the course of their life by 
Force and threat of violence. An anarchist is someone who says you, anarchist or 
not, don’t need that either and that, free from police and prisons and states and 
government, we might actually have a chance at aiming for a much better goal: 


human solidarity. We see that aim in the following three quotations: 


“Nothing is yours. It is to use. It is to share. IF you will not share it, you cannot use 


it.” — Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed 


“The theory of exodus proposes that the most effective way of opposing 
capitalism and the liberal state is not through direct confrontation but by means of 
what Paolo Virno has called ‘engaged withdrawal,’ mass defection by those wishing 
to create new forms of community. One need only glance at the historical record 
to confirm that most successful forms of popular resistance have taken precisely 
this Form. They have not involved challenging power head on (this usually leads to 
being slaughtered, or if not, turning into some—often even uglier—variant of the 
very thing one first challenged) but From one or another strategy of slipping away 
From its grasp, From Flight, desertion, the Founding of new communities.” — David 


Graeber, Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology 


“The only cure for the ills of democracy is more democracy. Much more.” — Edward 


Abbey 
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Anarchists are not destroyers, albeit that in saying that | must admit that in order 
for human solidarity to emerge the power bases of the powerful, their means of 
control, must be torn down because they simply will not agree to let them die. So 
they must be destroyed. Completely. Whole and entire. Yet we do this, as David 
Graeber suggests, not by means of the gun and bomb, not with fire and violence, 
but by simply refusing to take part in civilisation anymore. We create our own 
societies that are based on new values, a new respect for all, a human solidarity of 
mutual aid and voluntary association. | personally would hope that such a society 
eschews the use of money, a primary means of bribery, corruption and control For 
the capitalist, and, instead, relies on the economy of the gift where, if you have 
something someone needs or if you can render help or service, you do, both 
because its the right thing to do and because, paying it forward, it will be paid back 
to you. Such ideas encourage human solidarity. But we should never forget that 
there are those opposed to human solidarity. They want greed, violence, extortion, 
corruption and they want it because they want to control people and resources so 
that they can exploit them to their advantage alone. To this, anarchism stands 


wholly opposed and it always will. 


But what anarchism is not opposed to is organization. In Fact, much anarchism is 


based on organization - just not the coercive, controlling type. As Chaz Bufe says: 


“For over a century and a half, anarchists have been arguing that coercive, 
hierarchical organization (as embodied in government and corporations) is not 
equivalent to organization per se (which they regard as necessary), and that 


coercive organization should be replaced by decentralized, nonhierarchical 
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organization based on voluntary cooperation and mutual aid. This is hardly a 


rejection of organization.” — Chaz Bufe, Anarchism: What It Is & What It Isn't 


A keyword there is “decentralized” for one of the primary opponents of freedom, 
freedom for the individual, freedom of association, freedom of community, is 
centralization of power and control. We see this preeminently in governments and 
states and in private corporations who want the power to force us to use them so 
that they can profit from us. Such entities do not want human solidarity, they do 
not want a place where they are no longer needed because people work together 
naturally to Fulfill common goals. They only thrive and exist by telling us that life is 
a war Of all against all. That is how, like vultures, they profit off the carcass of the 


conflict created. 


But that is not the anarchist way forward. Instead: 


“Everything must belong to everybody and must present the hypothesis of a world 
without god, without king, without government, without masters.” — Luigi 


Galleani, The End of Anarchism? 


“Anarchism rejects authority in any form: to the principle of representation, it 
opposes the direct and independent action of individuals and masses: to ! 
egalitarian and parliamentarian action, it opposes rebellion, insurrection, the 


general strike, the social revolution.” — Luigi Galleani, The End of Anarchism? 
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“The purest and noblest exaltation of our ideal in the hearts of the people is a 
constant and intrepid education; a cautious but vigorous preparation for the armed 


insurrection.” — Luigi Galleani, The End of Anarchism? 


There, education is key. Education about who we are. Education about actions and 
consequences. Education about fairness and justice for all. Education about 
solidarity and against enmity. Education into the benefits of peace between one 
another and the dangers of constant war. Anarchism is not people left as prey to 
their basest instincts but is human beings educated to be the best they can be. Put 


simply: 


“Get healthy, get strong, get educated and informed, and start contributing to 
your own governance.” — Heather Marsh, Binding Chaos: Mass collaboration on a 


global scale 


This education will help us to realise many things. First of all, we will realise that 


we do not need any police: 


“It is a bad habit of mind, a Form of power-worship, to assume that things must be 
as they are, that they will continue to be as they have been. It soothes the 
conscience of the privileged, dulls the will of the oppressed. The First step toward 
change is the understanding that things can be different. This is my principal 
recommendation, then: we must recognize the possibility of a world without 


police.” — Kristian Williams, Our Enemies in Blue: Police and Power in America 
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Second, we will learn that we do not need to be told by “official channels” or 
corporate crafters of news [prey to pressure from political elites] about the world: 

“Wars are told from the point of view of arms dealers and politicians, disasters are 
interpreted by NGO's, most issues are never covered at all. Official channels decide 
what will or will not be revealed and media are rewarded for their obedience by 
access to more official information.” — Heather Marsh, Binding Chaos: Mass 


collaboration on a global scale 


Third, we will realise that most “work” is bullshit: 


“Forty percent of the workforce are white-collar workers, most of whom have 
some of the most tedious and idiotic jobs ever concocted. Entire industries, 
insurance and banking and real estate for instance, consist of nothing but useless 
paper-shuffling. It is no accident that the "tertiary sector," the service sector, is 
growing while the "secondary sector" (industry) stagnates and the "primary sector" 
(agriculture) nearly disappears. Because work is unnecessary except to those 
whose power it secures, workers are shifted from relatively useful to relatively 
useless occupations as a measure to assure public order. Anything is better than 
nothing. That's why you can't go home just because you Finish early. They want 


your *time*” — Bob Black, The Abolition of Work 


Fourth, we will come to understand that the state is violent, coercive artificiality 


For the benefit of a Few and that anarchism is peaceful freedom to live as you will 


in a natural harmony: 
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“The Anarchist does not want to destroy all existing institutions with a crash and 
then inaugurate the substituting process on their ruins. He simply asks to be let 
alone in substituting False systems now, so that they may gradually fall to pieces by 
their own dead weight. He asks the humble privilege of being allowed to set up a 
free bank in peaceable competition with the government subsidized class bank on 
the opposite corner. He asks the privilege of establishing a private post office in 
fair competition with the governmentally established one. He asks to be let alone 
in establishing his title to the soil by free occupation, cultivation, and use rather 
than by a title hampered by vested rights which were designed to keep the masses 
landless. He asks to be allowed to set up his domestic relations on the basis of Free 
love in peaceable competition with ecclesiastically ordered love, which is a crime 
against Nature and the destroyer of love, order, and harmony itself. He asks not to 
be taxed upon what has been robbed from him under a machine in which he has 
practically no voice and no choice. In short, the Anarchist asks For Free land, free 
money, free trade, free love, and the right to free competition with the existing 


order at his own cost and on his own responsibility,— liberty. 


Is there any violence in all this? Is there artificial levelling? Finally, is there any want 
of readiness to substitute something in the place of what we condemn? No, all we 
ask is the right to peaceably place Liberty in fair competition with privilege. 
Existing governments are pledged to deny this. Herein will reside the coming 
struggle. Who is the party of assault and violence? Is it the Anarchist, simply asking 
to be let alone in minding his own business, or is it the power which, aware that it 
cannot stand on its own merits, violently perpetuates itself by crushing all 


attempts to test its efficiency and pretensions through peaceable rivalry?” — Frank 
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H Brooks, The Individualist Anarchists: Anthology of Liberty, 1881-1908 


This will, Fifth, lead us to the view that: 


“The best government is no government at all.” — John Cage 


Sixth, thinking on that Further, and being reminded of the history of civilisation, we 


will learn that: 


“Too often, historians and archaeologists fabricate cheap mysteries, “Why did this 
great civilization suddenly collapse?,” because they refuse to accept the obvious: 
that states are odious structures that their populations destroy whenever they get 
the opportunity, and sometimes even when they face impossible odds.” — Peter 


Gelderloos, Worshiping Power: An Anarchist View of Early State Formation 


Seventh, we will realise that there is a better way to live and provide For human 


needs than capitalism: 


Capitalists are continually complaining that they cannot manage industries well 
enough to be productive; they are too poor to pay you a living wage. Well, if they 
cannot manage industry without exploiting us so, let them go. We don't want 
them; we can manage better than they have done yet.” — Piotr Kropotkin, Direct 


Struggle Against Capital: A Peter Kropotkin Anthology 


Eighth, we accept entirely and completely that our lives are always and only our 


responsibility: 
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“There can be no separation of the revolutionary process From the revolutionary 
goal. A society based on self-administration must be achieved by means of self- 


administration.” — Murray Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism 


Ninth, we will embrace the fact that the peaceful existence we seek must involve 


our environment, the natural world: 


"The views advanced by anarchists were deliberately called social ecology to 
emphasise that major ecological problems have their roots in social problems -- 
problems that go back to the very beginnings of patricentric culture itself. The rise 
of capitalism, with a law of life based on competition, capital accumulation, and 
limitless growth, brought these problems -- ecological and social -- to an acute 
point; indeed, one that was unprecedented in any prior epoch of human 
development. Capitalist society, by recycling the organise world into an 
increasingly inanimate, inorganic assemblage of commodities, was destined to 
simplify the biosphere, thereby cutting across the grain of natural evolution with 


its ages-long thrust towards differentiation and diversity. 


"To reverse this trend, capitalism had to be replaced by an ecological society based 
on non-hierarchical relationships, decentralised communities, eco-technologies like 
solar power, organic agriculture, and humanly scaled industries -- in short, by face- 
to-Fface democratic forms of settlement economically and structurally tailored to 


the ecosystems in which they were located."— Murray Bookchin, Remaking Society 
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In the end, anarchism is the education of human beings at large to the verity of 
these and allied truths and to the expansion of human freedom, in solidarity with 
one another, in every imaginable respect. Or, as the French Algerian, Albert Camus, 


said: 


“The only way to deal with an unfree world is to become so absolutely Free that 


your very existence is an act of rebellion.” 


So, tenth, there is the ultimate realization: 


“IF we once and for so long lived in balance with nature and each other, we should 
be able to do so again. The catastrophe that's overtaking us has deep roots, but 
our previous state of natural anarchy reaches much further into our shared 


history.” - John Zerzan 


You probably now have questions. IF you do, good. But its now your task to ask 
those questions and to educate yourself as to their answers. It always was. Start 


here: 


blacksocialists.us, the website of black socialists in the USA 

libcom.org, an anarchist website which also has a library section 
theanarchistlibrary.org, a collection of all the anarchist literature you will ever 
need 

crimethinc.com, a decentralized network of anarchists who produce numerous 


resources 
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AN ANARCHIST’S VIRTUE 


BEGINNING 


Virtue is something that has gone out of style. It used to be the case that being 
virtuous was something to be admired, aimed for, even expected, so they say. IF 
you look in text books about ancient Greece there you find the word “virtue” [as 
the Greek apetn] all over the place along with philosophers, poets and playwrights 
discoursing on the question of what “a good life” is. The suggestion is, at least 
From my reading, that “virtue” is something to do with this “good life”. But is that 
so today? Today do we associate a “good life”, in those Greek text books a 
necessarily moral thing, with “virtue” or being virtuous? It seems not. Today, you 
are more likely to find virtue being regarded as “a signal” and the virtuous 
regarded as egotistical people performing their virtue for show. Virtue is now 
cynically looked down upon and there is a widespread belief that no one can be 
sincere in their virtue. It is seen as both empty and worthless by a people dubious, 


or perhaps just jealous, of any genuine virtue in the world. 


But not by me. In thinking about anarchism, which | habitually do, and in thinking 
about the course my life has plotted to arrive at a place called anarchy, somewhere 
| have grown to realise is everywhere, it has occurred to me that virtue is 
something to do with this. More specifically, it is something to do with the human 
being and human existence. And this makes sense. Any number of historical moral 
codes either have high regard for the notion of “virtue” or had lists of virtues they 


recommended or required. In Fact, you will Find this interest in virtue or virtues in 
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all corners of the earth wherever human beings have made their mark. It seems to 
be as universal a human interest as there has been. Why might this be? One reason 
might be because when human beings have thought about their lives and the 
circumstances of their lives they have come to realise that certain behaviours are 
better than others - and have better outcomes than others, albeit perhaps in 
general and on the whole. They have thought that people who engage in certain 
behaviours allow certain kinds of generally beneficial progress to happen which 
other behaviours do not allow. Over time, such thoughts congeal into more Fixed 


concerns and ideas and so virtue is born and virtues are imagined. 


This essay is to be about virtue in personal and social dimensions. In it, | want to 
discuss what virtue has historically been regarded as, how it has been seen in 
various cultures and to define it for today in the context of an imagined anarchist 
situation. Readers should be in no doubt at this point that | aim to say that virtue is 
necessary, both personally and socially, if we are to live together on this planet in 
lives of worth and mutual respect, in lives that are not about enmity, competition 
and war. It is my intuition that when people of old found worth in virtue they were 
on the right track and that a modern sensibility which finds it quaint or empty ora 
joke is very misguided. Indeed, | would argue this latter sensibility is adding to, and 
multiplying, the pain and suffering in the world out of a nihilistic desire to simply 
let the world burn. IF you take the world seriously, as the virtuous must, then you 
soon come to the view that there must be better and worse ways to behave in it, 
ways which can benefit others and ways which can be to their detriment. In virtue, | 


hope to Find some of the former and frustrate some of the latter. 
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A RANDOM HISTORY OF VIRTUE 


At this point | do not want to define virtue as | intend to use it later but in what 
Follows in this part of my essay it may be necessary to discuss other definitions as 
we go along. Indeed, as a whole, this section of the essay is about doing exactly 
that For virtue, so it turns out, is a very popular subject throughout the history of 
recorded thought. Since | must begin somewhere - and since | make no claim to 
developing any authentic narrative or historical synthesis of thought about virtue - 
I'm going to start arbitrarily with the Greek concept of dpeth [arete] | First 


mentioned above. 


Arete itself springs From the notion of “excellence” in any sense and to have arete 
is to have excellence at something. This can apply to an inanimate object, an animal 
or a human being. This also has something to do with the idea of a Fulfillment of 
purpose or a completion of Function - thus it can mean to do something to its Full 
potential. Arete originally, however, seems not to have been possessed by special 
kinds of people and not others. For example, Homer assigns Arete to both Greek 
and Trojan soldiers in the Iliad. Homer also uses the term to speak of an ability and 
a potentiality which results in an effectiveness. Arete is a matter of just such an 
effective excellence and, thus, is often connected with things thought noble, such 
as the courage of the warrior, which is why Homer can call Achilles an example of 
Arete. Yet if we keep this basic meaning of “effective excellence” in our minds we 


shall start From a firm base. 
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From this base we get the notion of virtue as “excellence at being a human being” 
and so the notion of the good human being and its opposite the bad one [who 
might be associated with virtue’s “opposite” - vice]. These, of course, are moral 
valuations and the whole idea of Arete is tied in with valuation and its attendant 
meaning as must be obvious. It is in this context that examples of individual virtues 
come to prominence. A fairly standard Greek list around the time of Plato would 
be temperance, prudence, courage and justice. Plato himself would add piety to 
such a list and also want to have room for wisdom, thought of as a human 
characteristic. Meanwhile, Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, thought of virtue as 
the mean between two extremes. Yet this was not a mathematical mean, a dead 
centre between a total absence of a quality and a total excess of the same quality, 
but a “golden mean”. This was not something that Aristotle could nail down 
precisely and for the good reason that what quality in what amount is right in a 
given circumstance is not necessarily something that can be set in stone and 
codified or charted with an algorithm. Thus, he described this as "at the right 
times, about the right things, towards the right people, For the right end, and in 
the right way, is the intermediate and best condition, and this is proper to virtue.” 


For Aristotle, virtue is excellence at being human in this sense. 


Three further Greek, or Greco-Roman, angles on virtue are the Epicurean, the 
Pyrrhonist and the Stoic. For the Epicurean, ethics is thought of as a rational 
pursuit of the pleasurable [or just pleasures] with the aid of virtue or those things 
thought virtues. Epicureans thought that emotions, dispositions and habits were 
related to virtue [or to their opposite, vice,] and that they had a cognitive 


component based on true or false beliefs. So For the Epicurean by making sure that 
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their beliefs are aligned with nature and by getting rid of empty opinions they can 
develop a virtuous character in accordance with nature, something which, in turn, 
helps them achieve the goal of a pleasurable life. In contrast, the Pyrrhonist, For 


au 


example, Sextus Empiricus, regards their Pyrrhonism as “"a way of life that, in 
accordance with appearances, follows a certain rationale, where that rationale 
shows how it is possible to seem to live rightly and tends to produce the 
disposition to suspend judgment”. Thus, the Pyrrhonist effectively tries to eschew 
any and all dogmas as the path to virtue and this seems to be a kind of non- 
attachment to points of view or any hard and fast beliefs in particular. For the 
Pyrrhonist it is living non-dogmatically which is virtuous. As to the Stoic, in general 
they had four main virtues: wisdom, justice, courage, and moderation. These were 
Further subdivided but a major strand of Stoic virtue was the belief that one had 
them all together or not at all. Thus, they thought them inter-entailing and that 
they constituted a unity where to have one was to have them all. These virtues 
they saw as applicable to differing situations in life and thus constituted a holistic 
view of the person as well. That said, the Roman Stoic, Seneca, regarded prudence 
as functionally equivalent with virtue, believing that, “in considering all 
consequences, a prudent person would act in the same way as a virtuous person”. 
This is not so far From Plato’s view in Protagoras where wisdom becomes a central 


part of virtue in that it results in the making of choices thought good. 


IF we change location from Greece and move to the east we come to India. One 
notable ethos and philosophy that came to fruition there was the Buddhist 
tradition and one of the most revered scriptures of that tradition is the 


Dhammapada ["“the path of eternal truth”], a collection of 423 verses in 26 
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chapters thought, in each case, to be sayings of the original Buddha [“enlightened 
one”] Gautama. [Buddha is not a name but a title much like Christ is not a name but 
a title.] There is more than one version of this text [as, in Fact, of many ancient 
texts which were copied by hand] but the most common is the Pali version. As a 
text the Dhammapada is effectively a veritable list of Buddhist virtues which are 
thought to lead to the Buddhist goals of enlightenment, peace and extinction 
[nirvana] of all desires and distractions which blind us from the inner nature of 
things and entangle us in the sensuous and distracting world of common 
experience. Some of these virtues are named quite often, things such as self- 
control, the life of a wandering mendicant who is not attached to desires or 
pleasures, or even something such as righteousness, the title of the 19th chapter. 
Yet virtue itself is also mentioned or hinted at several times and is thought of in at 


least the Following ways: 


Verse 7: Virtue gives you the strength to not live for the purpose of satiating 


pleasures and to live in harmony with your surroundings. 


Verse 15-18: Virtue has karmic characteristics in that the one who does evil is 
thought to suffer as an inevitable consequence but the one who does good is 
thought to find happiness and rejoicing. Thus, in a way sometimes like that 
critiqued in the Hebrew book of Qoheleth [see below], actions are thought to 


deliver their own consequences in results. 


Verse 52, 54-55: Virtue is a matter of doing and not saying and is conceived of as 


the more potent perfume of a flower which reaches to the ends of the earth. 
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Verse 84: Virtue is rated above sons, power, wealth and success which, in the 
Dhammapada, are those things which stand in for what the civilised world can 


offer a human being. 


Verse 110: Along with “deep contemplation”, virtue is imagined to be, in just one 


day of it, better than 100 years lived in vice. 


Verse 145: Virtue is conflated with the idea of the holy [ = separate] and so 


suggests that virtue separates the virtuous from their fellow human beings, a 


differentiation based in action taken and lifestyle lived. 


Verse 217: The world loves the person of virtue. 


Verse 230: A person of virtue evades blame - presumably because their known 


character, as shown through lifestyle, speaks For them. 


Verse 289: This verse, in the chapter on “The Path”, suggests that the person of 


virtue is helped swiftly on their way in striving for the extinction of desires and 


distractions that leads to nirvana. Virtue is thus imagined as an effective Force. 


Verse 303: Virtue is acclaimed as bringing glory, treasure and honour to a person in 


this life. 


Verse 333: Lifelong virtue is regarded as sweet. 
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We travel again, this time to the land of ancient Palestine and to the Tanakh, the 
holy book of Judaism [called the Old or First Testament by Christians]. By Far the 
most revered of this collection of books is the first Five books called the “books of 
Moses” or the Torah. This is the holy, ancient law or instruction of Judaism and 
delineates the nation’s relationship to their deity and also any number of rules For 
right conduct. The Torah is not only composed of such rules - in a large part of the 
text there is an on-going narrative which details the lives of the patriarchs of 
Jewish society and also what, in many respects, is its Founding event in the 
deliverance From Egypt, the journey through the desert and arrival at what it called 
“the promised land”. Yet the Jewish notion of making a covenant with the Jewish 
god, a covenant which had stipulations and responsibilities on both sides, is central 


to understanding the Jewish approach to ethics and virtue as Found in the Torah. 


At the heart of this is the notion of imitating God, thought to be holy [= separate]. 
Since God is thought holy, then those people who have bound themselves to him in 
a covenant must be holy as well [e.g. Leviticus 19:2] and this requires virtuous 
behaviour of certain kinds. Leviticus 19, a chapter almost at the centre of the Torah 
in terms of its location in these books, is also a central chapter which defines what 
being holy [separate] like God entails. This includes numerous religious duties - 
such as the keeping of the sabbath as a day of rest - but also more social 
behaviours such as respecting one’s parents, not stripping one’s fields bare when 
one harvests them so that there may be Food left behind For the hungry or starving 
to glean, and honesty in dealing with one another. The Torah, as the whole Tanakh 
itself, is a community book that deals with a community and how to be a 


community living up to the standards of an imagined deity and so how to be a 
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Functioning, virtuous community is very important to these books as a whole. In 
this respect one famous scripture - “love your neighbour as yourself” From 
Leviticus 19:18b - is central and programmatic to this whole understanding and was 


taken to be so by later Torah interpreters of the Jewish faith. 


OF course, Judaism is also rightly Famous for its “Ten Commandments”. Once more, 
this is a collection of ordinances which contain both religious duties, such as 
observing the Jewish god as the only god, but also social responsibilities. These 
latter responsibilities include honouring your parents, prohibitions on murder, 
adultery, stealing and being a false witness against your neighbour, and, Finally, 
not desiring the things of your neighbour but being satisfied with what you have. 
This is quite a wide-ranging list of stipulations as far as the imagined virtues of the 
good member of the Jewish community go but it is important to recognise how 
communal these ideas are and the communal context in which they are set. 
Judaism, in the Torah, really has no concept of the individual Jew For everything is 
set in the context of a community dedicated to its God and its virtues, such as they 
as, are exampled in this context of behaviour which is good For the community as a 
whole in its mission to be holy as their god is thought holy. This social aspect to 
virtue, that the way being virtuous is not primarily good for you but good for the 


community as a whole, is a very notable feature of Jewish virtue in the Torah. 


This community aspect to Judaism extends, of course, to the collection of books 
that comprises the Tanakh itself which, consequently, embraces several, 
sometimes apparently contradictory, points of view at the same time [as any real 


community would]. So, a further book which considers virtue is the book called 
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Qoheleth [in English “Ecclesiastes”], a book in the Ancient Near East tradition of 
“wisdom literature” [as is a further book in the Tanakh, Job, the story of an 
apparently virtuous man who is struck down with afflictions and pleads his case 
before God as one who did not deserve them]. Wisdom literature, as a genre, was 
literature with a pragmatic orientation and aimed to discuss “what is best in life” 
and how to approach life in the way that was thought best. It was, thus, a natural 
home for talk about what was virtuous and what virtue might be. In Qoheleth, 
however, we find a writer who has examined life and found it all wanting. It is 
empty and like mist or like chasing after the wind. Qoheleth [also the assumed 
name of the writer of the book although it is really a title], who has a more 
individualist take on things than did the books of the Torah, impugns the virtuous 
life For he discerns that the virtuous do not automatically profit From their virtue 
and neither do the unvirtuous suffer for their lack of it. Indeed, Qoheleth 
pronounces that there is no algorithm of life which separates the virtuous From the 
unvirtuous in life. This, of course, then questions why one should bother to be 
virtuous at all if it doesn’t result in any kind of superior outcome. Qoheleth 
discerns a life which simply goes on its way in its first chapter and, not unlike 
Daoist thinking which i will come to shortly, cannot be interpreted Further in terms 
of the benefits of virtue. Nevertheless, Qoheleth’s conclusion is that one should 
“Fear God and keep his commandments” and so, ultimately, he sticks to the 
communal notions of Jewish virtue believing that one should enjoy life as best as 
one can. He may not be able to list the positives in Favour of virtue which make it 
superior to the lack of it but this does not mean he is prepared to abandon it as a 


consequence. 
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The Daodejing is one of the primary texts of what is now known as Daoism, a 
Chinese philosophical and spiritual tradition which goes back probably at least two 
and a half millennia. The meaning of “daodejing” is pertinent to my discussion here 
since it is three words in Chinese: Dao means “way” or “path” and jing is “book” 
whereas as de means “virtue”. So it is conjectured as one possible translation that 
the Daodejing is “the book of the way and its virtue”. Preeminent in Daoism 
[“Wayism”] is the concept of the Dao itself which may simply be described as the 
way of all things, the way of nature, how things progress when left to themselves. 
It is the theme of the Daodejing that this way has a virtue all of its own and that 
this virtue is beneficial to us human beings, desirous and headstrong as we are with 
a penchant for wanting to grasp and acquire for ourselves, if we will let go of our 
desire to control and take up the nature of this way with its virtue that is the whole 
thought to constitute the context for everything that exists. Thus, the primary 
virtue in the Daodejing is “non-action”, a total letting go of personal agendas, 
desires to acquire and control, and allowing things to proceed Forward as they will 
without interference as the Daoist perceives nature to do. In many examples taken 
from nature the reader of the Daodejing is encouraged to copy this way in its 
manner of operation as both a survival strategy and also as the means to a 
peaceful life in harmony with all living things. The harmony itself, then, may also be 
seen as a Daoist virtue, a social context if you will, and this regardless of the Fact 
that all these things are obviously going about their own individual business as 


nature intended. 


A couple of examples from the Daodejing will suffice to illustrate this. A first 


example is chapter 8: 
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“The highest good is like that of water. The goodness of water is that it benefits 
the ten thousand creatures; yet itself does not contend with them, but is content 
with the places that all people disdain. It is this that makes water so near to the 
Way. And if people think the ground the best place for building a house upon, if 
among thoughts they value those that are profound, if in Friendship they value 
gentleness, if in words truth; in government, good order; in deeds, effectiveness; in 
actions, timeliness - in each case it is because they prefer what does not lead to 


strife, and therefore does not go amiss.” 


This example is both Fairly obvious and completely ubiquitous: it is water and the 
nature of water, something the writer sees as a perfect metaphor for the Dao in its 
manner of operation. Note that this is a matter of how it acts which is something at 
the heart of the notion of virtue in the first place. Virtue itself comes from the 
Italian virtu with a meaning of “inner potency” or “divine power” [as, For example, 
in the “healing virtue of a drug”]. Water is not seen as that which contends with 
things but, just by being what it is, it is of benefit to all life and displays such 


potency. 


Asecond example is provided by Daodejing, chapter 48: 


“The pursuit of learning is to increase day after day, the pursuit of Dao is to 
decrease day after day. It is to decrease and further decrease until the point of 
taking no action. No action is taken, and yet nothing is left undone. An empire is 
often brought to order by having no activity. IF one likes to undertake activity, they 


are not qualified to govern the empire.” 
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Here we see the Daoist virtue of non-action eulogised. It is contrasted with 
learning which is an imagined constant state of acquisition Daoism is not in Favour 
of. Instead, Daoism conceives of the virtue of letting go, of leaving things be, in 
which case, everything is seen to be complete in itself as it is. As far as the 
Daodejing is concerned, people who constantly want to interfere and control 


things are headed for disaster. 


A Further well known moral teacher in world history is Jesus of Nazareth, a First 
century Jew who later became the central figure of Christianity. Jesus, as a Jew, 
was, Of course, in interpretive relationship with the traditions discussed above in 
relation to the Tanakh and the Torah, a living tradition in which its ongoing 
interpretation is a vital part of its life as an ethical code. Jesus’ himself is presented 
in the gospels of the New Testament as a man of virtue himself, a person 
concerned with the behaviour of others and how they interact with one another. 
Indeed, it is even suggested there, and argued by historical scholars, that he 
Formed an ethical community of his own which was based on certain virtues as an 
example to others in how they should live. This seems to have embraced a Cynic- 
like poverty and itinerancy, a simplicity of living, which encouraged relying on each 
other as a group of people sympathetic to each others needs. For example, Jesus is 
reported in three of the four canonical gospels to have sent out people From his 
community to heal others, staying with them briefly before moving on elsewhere. 
As such, Jesus taught a taking of initiative and a getting involved in the problems 
of others in order to help them out. It is also suggested by the gospels that he was 
against what he saw as empty customs, believing, as he seems to have, that 


genuine authenticity of character comes from within. Jesus also promoted the 
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Jewish love of neighbour in many Famous examples, the most famous of which is 
perhaps the parable of the Good Samaritan in which Jesus argues that, on 
occasion, even your enemy may be your neighbour and so the person to whom you 


have a duty of care. 


One noted section of ethical teaching in the gospels is the Gospel of Luke’s so- 
called “Sermon on the Plain”, an analogue to Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount. In 


this section of Luke [6:20-49] Jesus here, variously, teaches: 


1. An eschatological reversal of fortunes in which the destitute, the hungry and 

the weeping are blessed whilst the rich, the Full and the laughing are condemned. 
2. Love of your enemies, including willingly going beyond any demands they 

make of you. 

3. Doing to others as you would have them do to you. 

4. Refusing to judge your fellow human beings as the same measure can be used 
to condemn you. 

5. Concerning yourself with your own virtue rather than the lack of it in others. 


6. Virtue as a matter of action which bears fruit. 


Aside From any religious significance which some have subsequently attached to 
Jesus for other reasons, then, we can certainly say that he was a man concerned 
with virtue and ethical conduct as a matter of both personal character and 


community building in its own right. 
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When we move onto Christianity, and its most important early proponent, the 
apostle Paul, we find that he, too, has virtues to teach. In his letter to the 
Galatians, for example, one of the Christian churches he has previously Founded in 
his missionising around Asia Minor, modern day Turkey of which he himself was a 
native, he lists love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, Faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control as “fruit of the spirit” appropriate to the Christian in 
an argument which contrasts these with “the desires of the Flesh” which are seen 
as vices which enslave the human being to no benefit either personally or 
communally. These “fruits” are regarded as opposed to “the flesh” which is 
characterised by Paul as a thing of “passions and desires” and, as such, things of 
the Flesh are seen by him to promote enmity, conflict and dissension. Thus, we may 
say that Paul, too, also a Jew as was Jesus, is looking to the communal 
consequences of behaviour in his discussion of virtue and virtues. Yet in his letter 
to the Romans [13:8-10] he can also Fully endorse the Torah command to love your 
neighbour as yourself, as was mentioned above, being the Faithful Jew he also 
conceives himself to be. Therefore, he conceives of loving your neighbour as a 
perfect summary of the entire Jewish attitude to virtue in itself. It is therefore no 
surprise that in 1 Corinthians 13, in a letter to another of the churches he Founded, 
we find his Famous paean to love as the supreme virtue in itself, a compact way in 
which to describe that action which, most of all, encapsulates the idea of 


excellence at being a human being in itself in a Christian recitation. 


When we move to the third of the so-called “Abrahamic” religions we find a 


concern with virtue there as well [which might be surprising to Western readers 


who have suffered a barrage of anti-Islamic rhetoric through national media 
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channels in numerous countries on an ongoing basis. However, any given example 
of a Muslim is no more representative of the whole than is a gun-toting, rights- 
denying, wealth-eulogising, white, Republican, Christian from the USA or a racist 
“Britain First” representative ranting about their “Christian country” is of 
Christianity]. So when we enquire into the Islamic teachings of Muhammad [in the 
Hadith] and look at the primary Islamic scripture, the Quran, we find a broad 
tradition of teaching on virtue and virtuous behaviour. As one general principle 
Islam holds that whatever is good and beneficial for mankind is morally good as a 
consequence [and vice versa] and so virtuous. In sharia law virtue is seen as a 
necessary concomitant to prayer, any prayers offered apart from virtue being seen 
as worthless as a result. Further, Islamic tradition holds that moral qualities and 
good actions elevate the status of a person. Consequently, it promulgates the 
notion of a virtuous life in terms of the individual accordingly and holds to the 
notion of “good character” as both a possibility and a necessity. Character, of 
course, is also more than individual actions, being a conglomeration of actions 
which results in a noted lifestyle. Thus, it seems clear that the Muslim is expected 


to habituate their virtue in a way that results in such good character. 


Specific examples of Islamic virtues are not hard to come by, one article | read 
listing at least 16 “major virtues”. These include charity and philanthropy, 
Forgiveness, tolerance, honesty, leniency [two of the most used of the “99 names 
of God” in Islam are “the Compassionate” and “the Merciful”], kindness to animals, 
justice, the requirement to Fulfill any contract, modesty and humility, decency of 
speech, trustworthiness, truthfulness, patience, self-control, sincerity and respect 


for elders. As with Judaism, Islam can be oberserved to be a matter of how to 
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ethically and virtuously go about the matter of every day life as a member of a 
community although the concentration on individual virtuosity, in the context of a 
religion which believes in resurrection and so personal salvation, is also present to 
a noticeable degree. Overall, the focus on virtue within the teachings of Islam can 


be said to be very important in both personal and communal spheres of life. 


Moving nearer to our own time and European Enlightenment thinkers one [Fairly 
random] example of a philosopher greatly concerned with virtue is Benedict de 
Spinoza, a Jew, a rationalist [everything, appropriately understood, makes sense 
and is amenable to the application of human reason] and a theist who produced a 
pantheistic ethics which essentially equated God with nature and which 
subsequently Found Spinoza regarded as a heretic and an atheist accordingly. A 
feature of Spinoza’s take on virtue was that self-control was a means to assuage 
the effects of the affects [Feelings, emotions, passions] upon the human being. 
Virtue, Spinoza thought, was exactly this means of self-control. Ultimately, Spinoza 
thought that we seek after knowledge of God, the highest possible virtue, and this 
involves a rational exploration of nature as it is, something Spinoza thought 
involved the deterministic necessity of all things. To understand things as they are 
is, For Spinoza, an insight that can only weaken the power that the passions have 
over us. We are therefore no longer hopeful or fearful of what shall come to pass, 
and no longer anxious or despondent over our possessions. We regard all things 
with equanimity, and we are not inordinately and irrationally affected in different 
ways by past, present or future events. The result is self-control and a calmness of 


mind, a virtuous existence. 
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It can be seen in this, however, that Spinoza is, in some sense, pitting the 
rationality of human beings against their emotionality as if one existed to control 
the other. This reminds me in particular of a Jewish writing of the First or second 
century CE, 4 Maccabees, which, in the horrific tale of the torture of Jews under 
the rule of the Seleucid, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, attempts to show in Greek 
philosophic Fashion, how the reason of pious Jews overcame their passions. The 
supremacy of reason, of course, was a feature of the Enlightenment period in 
European thinking when thinkers of various types had a new enthusiasm that the 
human mind could, with appropriate study, contemplate and understand all things 
and make sense of them and so become master of itself and the world. Human 
rationality in the period of Spinoza was, then, at an optimistic point. Thus, Spinoza 


can give us the following rationalistic understanding of human understanding: 


“We do not have an absolute power to adapt things outside us to our use. 
Nevertheless, we shall bear calmly those things that happen to us contrary to what 
the principle of our advantage demands, if we are conscious that we have done our 
duty, that the power we have could not have extended itself to the point where we 
could have avoided those things, and that we are a part of the whole of nature, 
whose order we follow. IF we understand this clearly and distinctly, that part of us 
which is defined by understanding, i.e., the better part of us, will be entirely 
satisfied with this, and will strive to persevere in that satisfaction. For insofar as we 
understand, we can want nothing except what is necessary, nor absolutely be 


satisfied with anything except what is true.” 
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Note there that Spinoza conceives of “understanding” as “the better part of us”. 
Thus, for Spinoza, virtue is a matter of a rational search for definitive knowledge of 


God [who is also evident in nature if not simply identified with it]. 


As a final example of someone who thought a great deal about virtue | want to 
Focus on Friedrich Nietzsche. Many thinkers who had an ethics of virtue — including 
Aristotle, mentioned above, Confucius, the Chinese philosopher with whom some 
early Daoists interacted, and the modern ‘moral sentiment theorists’ of the 
European Enlightenment, such as David Hume and Adam Smith — regarded virtues 
as Characteristics that help us to be congenial and to get on well with other people. 
We have seen this too in numerous of the religious theories of virtue we have 
discussed. This makes sense, of course, because the aim of morality itself, with 
which we would imagine virtue to be compatible, is to lay out the rules, or norms, 
of acceptable behaviour in our dealings with other people. Thus, someone who 
accounts for morality in terms of virtues will likely think that the characteristics, or 


virtues, that matter most are those that help us to interact congenially with others. 


In contrast to this picture of the virtues, Friedrich Nietzsche offers a starkly 
different account, emphasizing, as the philosopher Robert Solomon puts it, “more 
solitary, artistic and, at least in his metaphors, warrior-like virtues, such as 
independence, creativity and risk taking.” Given Nietzsche's well known criticisms 
of traditional morality — particularly Christian morality — it is perhaps unsurprising 
that Nietzsche offers an alternative account of virtue, one which is highly 
individualistic and which diverges From the aims of traditional morality in the 


pursuance of a strongly personal and creative one. Nietzsche, after all, claimed 
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that Christian morality is a form of ‘slave morality,’ which is to say, a moral system 
which identifies the traits of the weak and powerless [i.e. slaves] as the valuable, or 
morally good, characteristics. Christian virtues such as meekness, kindness, and 
humility exemplify traits that Nietzsche views as characteristic of weakness and 
powerlessness. Nietzsche contrasts this slave morality with what he calls ‘master 
morality,’ a system in which ‘good’ or ‘virtuous’ characteristics — like independence 
and risk taking — are expressions of strength, power, and nobility. Nietzsche thinks 
the creative, war-like, aristocratic human being is the virtuous human being, the 
one who has the will to make himself in the image of that which he wants to be 
and, considering his doctrines of love of fate and eternal recurrence, the ones 


which he would be content to live over again and again. 


Nietzsche, of course, in several places, actually refers to himself as an “immoralist” 
[which he equates with godlessness] - but this is possibly only to be read in 
contrast to the kind of morality he imagines to oppose with his own. As he says in 
the opening to his book Daybreak, he withdraws faith in morality out of his own 
Feeling For morality. It must also be noted that the virtues just spoken to, the 
creative, independent, unhindered, warrior-like mentality, something certainly 
tinged with more than a hint of Cynic asceticism and the need to educate the 
masses, best exampled in section 125 of The Gay Science where he Famously 
declares the death of God and the churches his various tombs, are in pursuance of 
the virtuous individual, someone who has come to birth in the progress of 
European philosophy generally in the course of the European Enlightenment. And 
yet there remains within Nietzsche scholarship, as with those of us who fervently 


read his books, a doubt as to if Nietzsche finally has an ethics at all for all his 
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morality talk. There is a sense in which morality, and so possibly virtue as a whole, 
is impugned by his several extended criticisms of it in his work. What else makes 
sense of a man who writes “man can be made accountable For nothing, not For his 
nature, nor For his motives, nor for his actions, nor For the effects he produces” in 


his Human, All Too Human? 


Yet in Beyond Good and Evil, a later work whose title suggests the notion of an 
“overcoming” of humanity as it has been formulated to date [and another 
translation of Nietzsche’s Ubermensch, besides the often used Superman, is 
“Overman” ] we find that Nietzsche devotes his seventh chapter to “Our Virtues”. It 


opens with the following sentences: 


“Our virtues? - We probably still have our virtues too, although of course they will 
not be those trusting and muscular virtues for which we hold our grandfathers in 
honour — but also slightly at arm’s length. We Europeans from the day after 
tomorrow, we firstborn of the twentieth century, - with all of our dangerous 
curiosity, our diversity and art of disguises, our worn-out and, as it were, saccharine 
cruelty in sense and in spirit, - if we happen to have virtues, they will presumably 
only be the ones that have learned best how to get along with our most secret and 
heartfelt propensities, with our most fervent desires. So let us look for them in our 


un 
! 


labyrinths 
This shows that Nietzsche’s philosophy is, in a sense, a Finding out about humanity 
and a finding out about himself. Nietzsche is very concerned with the human being 


in his philosophy which is, coincidentally, one reason why | myself have been an 
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avid student of his books. It is he who argues that the result of a life’s thinking, 
gathering knowledge and imagined objectivity is only one’s own biography in 
Human, All Too Human. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, where he takes on his most 
obvious and powerful literary alter ego, he similarly says “in the final analysis one 
experiences only oneself” at the beginning of the third part, titled “The Wanderer”. 
Earlier in the same book, in the first part, he has asked “What warrior wants to be 
spared?” and this powerful metaphor urges upon us the virtue of the person that 
Fights for themselves and creation of their own identity, however transitory and 
ultimately insignificant it may be. Indeed, the virtue of Nietzsche may possibly be 
summed up in the idea that if a person cannot create themselves and overcome 
the world as that which they seek to become, that which they are, then all is For 


nought. But one should do this anyway or die trying. 


ANARCHIST VIRTUE 


| have briefly, and far from comprehensively, surveyed virtue and virtues according 
to numerous thinkers and traditions above. We can see, | think, that there are 
some similarities in some cases about what a virtuous life would be but, in other 
cases, we have found a good deal of variation and even perhaps idiosyncratic [but 
not thereby uninteresting] ideas as well. | did not write the previous section of this 
essay in order merely to give inadequate summaries of various ideas about virtue, 
however. They were also included in order to jump start the thinking of readers 
themselves on this matter in an assumed anarchist situation in a book which is 
entirely about anarchism, what is it, how it can be achieved and what it amounts to. 


In my own thinking about this it became clear to me that, in a sense, anarchism 
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itself is a virtue, one someone needs if they are going to develop into an anarchist, 
one who practices anarchism. This is to say that at least one anarchist virtue is a 
spirit of anarchism within you, a will not to be bound by customary, artificial or 
Fictional authorities - much as we might imagine the Cynic to have done in times 


past in their disavowal of civilisation whole and entire. 


That said, and in good systematic Fashion [although you should not take that 
aspect of what follows seriously at all] here are my suggestions for anarchist 


virtues: 


Social Virtues 


Personal Virtues 


Democracy 

Courage 
Equality 

Steadfastness 

Solidarity 

Endeavour 
Mutuality 

Ingenuity 
Responsibility 

Prudence 


Harmony 


Self-possession 
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| do not intend to give dictionary definitions for each of these terms for | live in the 
hope that my readers are both educated and/or capable of educating themselves 
about that of which they are not clear. But | would like to give a rationale in regard 


to my choices. 


On the social side what is important about anarchism is that it is a social 
phenomenon, at least if it is going to be applied to a social situation such as the 
Fact of several billion people upon a planet or even the context of your own local 
community. Thus, what matters there is that people find themselves committed 
and bonded to each other. An anarchist community is one in which there are no 
leaders and no government and so that the group work together for common aims 
in a spirit of togetherness is vital. It is to recognise that you can achieve 
proportionally more good together than in a simple adding up of the parts. Thus, 
thoroughgoing democracy, which cannot be given away, delegated or transferred, 
is essential. [It is my belief that anarchism provides for the only full and genuine 
expression of a real democracy because of this, all other forms being watered 
down versions or, at worst, a giving of democracy away for a statutory period of 
time.] This democracy is based in an absolute equality of those in the community 
which the leaderless organisation of the community itself aims to instantiate and 
maintain. The nature of an anarchist community then necessitates both solidarity 
one with another and mutuality in its intercourse one with another and is based on 
each member being consciously aware of their responsibility in this regard and 
enthusiastically taking it up. “Harmony” is then the virtue of being able to co-exist 


with others, whatever their identity or proclivities, within the context of a whole. 
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In the matter of personal virtue a certain amount of determination is necessary as 
exampled in the threefold cord [that is not quickly broken] of courage, 
steadfastness and endeavour. An anarchist community is something that is all 
about its members and their willingness to proactively play their part in its daily 
success and so its continuation. This could not be done without personal courage, 
commitment and determination and so requisite virtues would be necessary in the 
individual. These are physical but also mental qualities and the Final three virtues 
are mental qualities as well in ingenuity, prudence and self-possession. OF these 
three, the last is possibly the one that stands out as in need of explanation. Self- 
possession, as | understand it in an anarchist situation [I nearly substituted “self- 
actualisation” and 1am not sure that | still shouldn't], is a matter of being in control 
of oneself and aware of oneself with a personal determination and clarity of mind 
such that one is self-aware and knows one’s own mind and so can actively direct it 
to the purpose at hand. It is a knowing oneself in one’s surroundings, a being sure 
of oneself because one knows one’s own mind [and so, constantly, is a person who 
examines it and takes care of it every bit as much as an athlete cares for their 
body]. Ingenuity and prudence are then two Further components of what is really a 
personal wisdom, the knowledge and experience and forethought necessary to 
solve problems as they arise and the ability to take wise action in every 


circumstance as necessary. 


It should at this point, of course, be pointed out that this double listing of social 
and personal virtues in an anarchist situation is neither prescriptive nor 
determinative and is made in full recognition of the Fact that people will all have 


their own natural qualities and characteristics. In this sense, any community, 
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anarchist or not, gets on with what it has got. But, in addition to these 12 virtues 
already mentioned there is a thirteenth which both sits on top of them and 
supports them as a foundation underneath in an anarchist situation. This virtue, 
almost as vital as the spirit of anarchism which | previous imagined as existing in 
the heart and mind of the potential anarchist is EDUCATION and particularly SELF- 
EDUCATION. Education, as | conceive of anarchism, is perhaps the prime virtue, the 
ability to learn, to teach oneself, to attempt to grow and nurture oneself through 
the gain of knowledge and experience which both builds oneself up and the 
community of which one is an enthusiastic part. So, if we put all this together, it 


gives us the Following: ANARCHISM = 


DEMOCRACY 

COURAGE 
EQUALITY 
STEADFASTNESS 
SOLIDARITY 
ENDEAVOUR 
MUTUALITY 
INGENUITY 
RESPONSIBILITY 
PRUDENCE 
HARMONY 


SELF-POSSESSION 


EDUCATION 
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But this is by no means the end of the story and neither do | consider the matter 
now sorted and closed. My only intent in writing about virtue in the context of an 
anarchist situation in the First place was my contention that virtue is and would be 
necessary in an anarchist situation. And that [inseparably] in both social and 
personal spheres. | believe that it is good, virtuous people that make good, 
virtuous communities and so you cannot have the latter without the former 
although the Former will need the social virtues to make the community a socially 
virtuous place. And if it is true that anarchism itself is also a virtue, something 
which comes from within and which can also be cultivated, then it may be the case 
that the practice of anarchism whole and entire is itself a matter of virtue and so a 


virtuous endeavour in itself. That would be no bad thing. 


A RANDOM HISTORY OF POPULAR POLITICAL MOVEMENTS IN ENGLAND, OR, 
THINGS THEY NEVER TAUGHT ME AT SCHOOL FOR FEAR OF TEACHING ME THE 


TRUTH 


This essay arises from the observation that, in school, the teachers don’t really 
teach you the nitty gritty of the history of the country you are being taught in. 
More particularly, they don’t teach you about embarrassing or troubling events in 
the history of the country you are being taught in or about things which, in the 
ongoing flow of history, have now come to be judged negatively. So, you are 
unlikely to be taught about any colonialism your country got involved in in the past 
or about its reliance on, or treatment of, slaves, for example. But my observation 
goes Further than this. For in how many countries can we say that the history of its 


political system, and any revolts against it or modifications to it as the result of 
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revolts, has been taught? This might be true of some countries, for example, 
relatively new countries or ones based on some founding myth. But there are 
other countries, for example, England, which | intend to base this essay on, where 


that is not the case. 


As an anarchist, | am committed to the notion of self-education and so to finding 
out information for myself about politics, about ideas and about the past. And so | 
was staggered to learn, doing some research in the course of my own studies 
about various events From various political pasts, of various political incidents and 
movements from the English political past that | had basically never heard of 
before - and certainly never been taught in school. | started to wonder why it was 
that, as a person schooled in England, | had basically been taught next to nothing 
about England’s political past, how it had come to be what it is today, and 
associated things. It struck me that the vast mass of people in England [to be 
distinguished From the rest of the UK in this respect as one polite Scot wisely 
informed me] are basically ignorant of their own political heritage, the history of 
their own rights and the forces that engaged in political struggle over them. OF 
course, all this information is out there for those who are prepared to look but 
what is the motive for many people to do this when they are mostly kept asleep in 
a social, political and media world which calmly assures them that things have 
always been this way and so have the legitimacy of conventionality? However, as 
an heir of Diogenes, | cannot accept convention as the basis of anything and so | 
started to draw back the curtain on England’s hidden and undiscussed political past 


to see what | could Find. What follows are a Few randomly chosen highlights... 
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THE ORIGINS OF PARLIAMENT 


Our story begins in 1066 with the death of Harold [the arrow in his eye guy] and 
the beginning of the reign of William the Conqueror [who | learned was sometimes 
known as William the Bastard!]. William was French and, upon taking the throne of 
England, he introduced Feudalism to England. In these days, of course, England was 
ruled by a monarch, usually a king but, now and again, a queen. This, of course, is a 
system of rule based on the luck of birth and the right of that birth to confer the 
ability to rule over everybody else. Linguists amongst my readers may be able to 
work out that “mon-arch” seems to mean “single ruler”, “mono” being one and 


“arch” being short for archon, a ruler. But back to the feudalism William 


introduced. 


Feudalism was “a combination of legal, economic, military and cultural customs 
that flourished in Medieval Europe between the 9th and 15th centuries. Broadly 
defined, it was a way of structuring society around relationships that were derived 
From the holding of land in exchange for service or labour. What this means in 
practice is that the classes of people who existed at this time, broadly the nobility 
[who owned things, most especially land], the clergy [in a context in which the 
Roman Catholic Church was, at that time, the only Church in England and very 
powerful] and the mass of people which we may term the peasantry, were locked 
into various obligatory relationships. At the local level there was also the 
concurrent practice of manorialism which revolved around the Lord of the Manor 
who was invested with legal and economic power. [This may be seen as an 


extension of the feudal relationships between nobles and their vassals to the 
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peasantry at large who were subject to the Lords of the Manor.] Feudalism was top 
down and was all based on a member of the nobility granting vassalage to 
someone [who became what was known as a vassal] and, as a vassal, they could 
then be granted a fief, a piece of land they were then given responsibility For. 
Having been given rights over this land [and the noble’s protection] the vassal then 
provided some service to the noble in return which then Formed the basis of the 
Feudal relationship. What we can see here in a compact description of this 
phenomenon is that vassals were bound by nobles and the peasantry was bound by 
manorialism in what was basically a politics of land ownership and a form of 


hierarchy. 


From the time of William | the monarchs of England would seek the counsel of 
various tenants-in-chief [basically major land owners] and various ecclesiastics of 
the church before making laws. At this time [the 11th, 12th and even early 13th 
centuries] there was no parliament in England and any laws were made directly at 
the behest of the monarch, perhaps in counsel with such advisors. In fact, it was 
these tenants-in-chief who were those who first secured the royal charter known 
as Magna Carta in 1215, a charter which “promised the protection of church rights, 
protection for the barons from illegal imprisonment, access to swift justice, and 
limitations on Feudal payments to the Crown, to be implemented through a council 
of 25 barons.” Notably, this particular charter was originally annulled by Pope 
Innocent III [which shows the power of the church at this time; it was subsequently 
reinstated later after bouts of Fighting] and led to a war with the barons who, 
clearly, were concerned to protect their own interests against those of the crown 


even as ecclesiastics were concerned to do the same regarding church rights. 
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Today Magna Carta is often lauded as some great charter of freedom but, in 
reality, it seems to have been about various nobility protecting themselves from a 
monarch they didn’t particularly like. Subsequent to this, it became the custom 
that the monarch must seek the approval of the royal council [or king’s court] 
before he could levy any taxes. It was this body, in part, which included advisers 
and administrators in permanent roles as well as the tenants-in-chief and the 
various ecclesiastics, which was to develop into the new English parliament and 


apparatus of government. 


The situation at this time was that the monarchs of England required the support 
of powerful individuals or bodies [such as the various wealthy nobles who owned 
land and the church] to secure and maintain their rule throughout the land. Early 
kings of England had no standing army and professional police were not to be 
invented until 1829 and so it was only through the arms and resources of powerful 
others that kings could hope to rule at all. Under the Feudal [and manorial] system 
such people could obligate people to fight For them and this made them powerful 
people monarchs could have profitable relationships with. The Church, meanwhile, 
was largely a law unto itself in this period, even having its own courts. In order to 
seek consultation and consent from the nobility and the senior clergy on major 
decisions, post-Norman Conquest English monarchs called Great Councils. A typical 
Great Council would consist of archbishops, bishops, abbots, barons and earls, the 
pillars of the Feudal system. When this system of consultation and consent broke 
down, as it did a few times, it often became impossible for government to Function 
effectively. Nevertheless, it was the Great Council that evolved into the Parliament 


of England. The term [French parlement or Latin parlamentum] came into use 
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during the early 13th century, when it shifted from the more general meaning of 
"an occasion for speaking.” It First appears in official English documents in the 


1230s. 


During the 13th and 14th centuries, the kings increasingly called “Knights of the 
Shire” [seemingly originally actual knights from the various shires of England] to 
meet when the monarch saw it as necessary. A notable example of this was in 1254 
when sheriffs of counties were instructed to send Knights of the Shire to 
parliament to advise the king on Finance. Initially, parliaments were mostly 
summoned when the king needed to raise money through taxes. After Magna 
Carta, this became a convention. This was due in no small part to the fact that King 
John died in 1216 and was succeeded by his young son Henry Ill. Leading peers and 
clergy governed on Henry's behalf until he came of age, giving them a taste for 
power that they would prove unwilling to relinquish. Among other things, they 
made sure that Magna Carta would be reaffirmed by the young king when 


necessary. 


So we can see, then, that it is really during the 13th century that parliament, arising 
From the concerns of the wealthy, ennobled barons to protect themselves against 
the monarchy, that something like a parliament begins to assume power for raising 
taxes, making laws and ruling the country. Indeed, in the early centuries of 
parliament it was very much such Lords [spiritual and temporal] who were the 
driving Force of this parliamentary rule and it was their concern to be represented 
in affairs of state which drove the increasing importance of parliament. Once the 


reign of King John ended and Henry III took Full control of the government, 
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however, leading peers became increasingly concerned with his style of 
government, specifically his unwillingness to consult them on decisions he took, 
and his seeming patronisation of his Foreign relatives over his native subjects. 
Henry's support of a disastrous papal invasion of Sicily proved to be the last straw. 
In 1258, seven leading barons forced Henry to swear to uphold the Provisions of 
Oxford, superseded, the Following year, by the Provisions of Westminster [these 
were provisions which asserted the rights of various barons to representation in 
the King’s government]. This effectively abolished the absolutist Anglo-Norman 
monarchy, giving power to a council of Fifteen barons, and providing for a thrice- 
yearly meeting of parliament to monitor the monarch's performance. Parliament 
subsequently assembled six times between June 1258 and April 1262, most 


notably at Oxford in 1258. 


The zeal for reform and representation continued, led by a French born nobleman, 
Simon de Montfort. Henry was a king who seemed to favour his own, non-English 
relatives over his loyal subjects and the nobles became concerned with his rule. 
When he obtained a papal bull in 1263 exempting him from his oath towards the 
nobles [in the Provisions of Oxford and Westminster], both sides raised armies and 
a civil war ensued. In the course of the fighting the reformer, de Montfort, 
captured Henry. However, many peers subsequently thought de Montfort had 
gone too far and he lost the support of many nobility. So in 1264, Montfort 
summoned the first parliament in English history without any prior royal 
authorisation. The archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls and barons were summoned, 
as were two knights from each shire and two burgesses from each borough [the 


knights and burgesses are the forerunners of what are today called MPs in the 
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House of Commons]. Knights had been summoned to previous councils, but the 
representation of the boroughs was unprecedented. But this was purely a move to 
consolidate Montfort's position as the legitimate governor of the kingdom, since 
he had captured Henry and his son Prince Edward [later Edward |] at the Battle of 


Lewes earlier in 1264. 


A parliament consisting of representatives of the realm was the logical way for de 
Montfort to establish his authority. In calling this parliament, and in summoning 
knights and burgesses from the emerging landed gentry class [a class based on 
land ownership but below nobility who usually had a country estate and could live 
from rental income by leasing land to tenants], he had, thus, turned to his 
advantage the Fact that most of the nobility had abandoned his movement. This 
parliament was summoned on 14 December 1264. It First met on 20 January 1265 
in Westminster Hall and was dissolved on 15 February 1265. It is not certain who 
actually attended this parliament, however. Nonetheless, de Montfort's scheme 
was formally adopted by Edward | in the so-called "Model Parliament" a few years 
later in 1295. The attendance at parliament of knights and burgesses historically 
became known as the summoning of "the Commons", a term derived from the 
Norman French word "commune", literally translated as the "community of the 
realm". The idea of Lords and Commons, as we see in the British parliament today, 


was beginning to take shape. 


After Edward's escape From captivity, de Montfort was defeated and killed at the 


Battle of Evesham in 1265. Henry's authority was restored and the Provisions of 


Oxford were forgotten, but this was nonetheless a turning point in the history of 
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the Parliament of England. Although he was not obliged by statute to do so, Henry 
summoned the Commons to parliament three times between September 1268 and 
April 1270. However, this was not a significant turning point in the history of 
parliamentary democracy. Subsequently, very little is known about how 
representatives were selected because, at this time, being sent to parliament was 
not a prestigious undertaking. But de Montfort's decision to summon knights of 
the shires and burgesses to his parliament did mark the irreversible emergence of 
the landed gentry as a force in politics. From then on, monarchs could not ignore 
them, which explains Henry's decision to summon the Commons to several of his 
post-1265 parliaments. Even though many peers who had supported the Provisions 
of Oxford remained active in English public life throughout Henry's reign, the 
conditions they had laid down for regular parliaments were largely forgotten, as if 
to symbolise the historical development of the English Parliament via convention 


rather than statutes and written constitutions. 


During the reign of Edward | [so-called “Hammer of the Scots”], which began in 
1272, the role of parliament in the government of the England increased due to 
Edward's determination to unite England, Wales and Scotland under his rule by 
Force. He was also keen to unite his subjects in order to restore his authority and 
not face rebellion as was his Father's Fate. Edward therefore encouraged all sectors 
of society to submit petitions to parliament detailing their grievances in order for 
them to be resolved. This seemingly gave all of Edward's subjects a potential role 
in government and this helped Edward assert his authority. Both the Statute of 
Westminster 1275 and Statute of Westminster 1285 codified the existing law in 


England. As the number of petitions being submitted to parliament increased, they 
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came to be dealt with, and often ignored, more and more by ministers of the 
Crown so as not to block the passage of government business through parliament. 
However, the emergence of petitioning is significant because it is some of the 
earliest evidence of parliament being used as a forum to address the general 
grievances of ordinary people. Submitting a petition to parliament is a tradition 
that continues to this day in the Parliament of the United Kingdom and in most 


Commonwealth realms as well. 


These developments symbolise the fact that parliament and government were by 
no means the same thing by this point. IF monarchs were going to impose their will 
on England, they would have to control parliament rather than be subservient to it. 
From Edward's reign onwards, the authority of the English Parliament would 
depend on the strength or weakness of the incumbent monarch. When the king or 
queen was strong he or she would wield enough influence to pass their legislation 
through parliament without much trouble. Some strong monarchs even bypassed it 
completely, although this was not often possible in the case of financial legislation 
due to the post-Magna Carta convention of parliament granting taxes. When weak 
monarchs governed, parliament often became the centre of opposition against 
them. Subsequently, the composition of parliaments in this period varied 
depending on the decisions that needed to be taken in them. The nobility and 
senior clergy were always summoned. From 1265 onwards, thanks to the self- 
serving initiative of Simon de Montfort, when the monarch needed to raise money 
through taxes, it was usual for knights and burgesses to be summoned too. 
However, when the king was merely seeking advice, he often only summoned the 


nobility and the clergy, sometimes with and sometimes without the knights of the 
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shires. On some occasions the Commons were summoned and sent home again 
once the monarch was finished with them, allowing parliament to continue without 
them. It was not until the mid-14th century that summoning representatives of the 


shires and the boroughs became the norm for all parliaments. 


One of the moments that marked the emergence of parliament as a true 
institution in England was the deposition of Edward II. Even though it is debatable 
whether Edward II was deposed in parliament or by parliament, this remarkable 
sequence of events consolidated the importance of parliament in the English 
unwritten constitution. Parliament was also crucial in establishing the legitimacy of 
the king who replaced Edward II: his son Edward Ill. In 1341 the Commons met 
separately from the nobility and clergy for the first time, creating what was 
effectively an Upper Chamber and a Lower Chamber, with the knights and 
burgesses sitting in the latter. This Upper Chamber became known as the House of 
Lords from 1544 onward, and the Lower Chamber became known as the House of 
Commons, collectively known as the Houses of Parliament. The authority of 
parliament grew under Edward Ill; it was established that no law could be made, 
nor any tax levied, without the consent of both Houses and the Sovereign. This 
development occurred during the reign of Edward III because he was involved in 
the Hundred Years' War and needed finances. During his conduct of the war, 
Edward tried to circumvent parliament as much as possible, which caused this edict 


to be passed. 


The Commons came to act with increasing boldness during this period. During the 


Good Parliament [1376], the Presiding Officer of the lower chamber, Sir Peter de la 
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Mare, complained of heavy taxes, demanded an accounting of the royal 
expenditures, and criticised the king's management of the military. The Commons 
even proceeded to impeach some of the king's ministers. The bold Speaker was 
imprisoned, but was soon released after the death of Edward Ill. During the reign 
of the next monarch, Richard II, the Commons once again began to impeach errant 
ministers of the Crown. They insisted that they could not only control taxation but 
also public expenditure as well. Despite such gains in authority, however, the 
Commons still remained much less powerful than the House of Lords and the 
Crown. This period also saw the introduction of a franchise which limited the 
number of people who could vote in elections For the House of Commons. From 
1430 onwards, the franchise was limited to Forty Shilling Freeholders, that is men 
who owned freehold property worth forty shillings or more [this emphasises how 
much political influence was based upon land ownership, something it would be 
right into the heart of the 19th century]. The Parliament of England legislated the 
new uniform county franchise which amended and re-enacted the a 1430 law to 
make clear that the resident of a county had to have a Forty shilling freehold in 


that county to be a voter there. 


THE PEASANTS’ REVOLT OF 1381 


“But what of the normal people?” you say. “Where are the regular Joes and 
Josephines? What influence do the real common people of this time have in any of 
this?” As you can see from my brief history of the early activities of what would 
become the English and latterly British Parliament, this had absolutely nothing to 


do with them. They were completely unable to be a part of the parliament, not 
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being a noble, a Church representative, a Knight of the Shire or a Burgess [that is, 
nobles, landed gentry or ecclesiastics], and they couldn’t vote for it either because, 
even by the early 15th century, voting was limited to people who owned land of a 
certain value. It was a government of vested interests that, in its first 200 years or 


so, had been created by the manoeuvring Forces of vested interests. 


But this is not to say that more common folk did not make themselves known from 
time to time. The first of two such examples from the latter part of the 14th 
century is the example of what is now known as Peasants’ Revolt of 1381. This was 
a major uprising across large parts of England in 1381 which began in Essex and 
Kent before spreading to East Anglia and elsewhere. The revolt had various causes, 
including the socio-economic and political tensions generated by the Black Death 
pandemic in the 1340s [which killed half the population of England], the high taxes 
resulting from the conflict with France during the Hundred Years’ War, and 
instability within the local leadership of London. The final trigger For the revolt was 
the intervention of a royal official, John Bampton, in Essex on 30 May 1381. His 
attempts to collect unpaid poll taxes in Brentwood [which were being levied to pay 
for military exploits in France] ended in a violent confrontation, which rapidly 
spread across the south-east of the country. A wide spectrum of rural society, 
including many local artisans and village officials, rose up in protest, burning court 
records and opening the local jails. The rebels sought a reduction in taxation, an 
end to the system of unfree labour known as serfdom, and the removal of the 


King's senior officials and law courts. 
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Initially, the rebels, advancing on London from Essex, north of the Thames, and 
Kent from the south, had a measure of success. They approached London whilst 
King Richard II, then aged 14, retreated to the safety of the Tower of London as 
most of the royal Forces were abroad or in northern England. On 13 June of 1381, 
the rebels entered London and, joined by many local townsfolk, attacked the jails 
there, destroyed the Savoy Palace [then owned by key royal advisor, John of 
Gaunt], set fire to law books and buildings in the Temple [the noted legal district 
of London], and killed anyone associated with the royal government. The Following 
day, Richard met the rebels at Mile End and acceded to most of their demands, 
including the abolition of serfdom [serfdom was the status of many peasants 
under Feudalism, specifically relating to manorialism, and similar systems. It was a 
condition of debt bondage and indentured servitude - basically a Form of slavery] 
but not to the deaths of his officials. Meanwhile, rebels entered the Tower of 
London, killing the Lord Chancellor and the Lord High Treasurer, whom they found 
inside. However, in subsequent days, and when the rebel leader, Wat Tyler, was 
killed in a skirmish by London mayor, William Walworth, who had had time to raise 
a militia, the king reneged on his agreements and the rebels were hunted down, 
tried and in many places killed in the Following days, weeks and months with over 


1,500 people reportedly killed as a result towards the end of the year. 


King Richard immediately began to re-establish order in London having rescinded 
his previous concessions to the rebels. The revolt had also spread into East Anglia, 
where the University of Cambridge was attacked and many royal officials were 
killed. Unrest continued until the intervention of Henry Despenser, who defeated a 


rebel army at the Battle of North Walsham on 25 or 26 June, killing many people 
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without royal sanction which was illegal. Troubles extended north to York, 
Beverley and Scarborough, and as far west as Bridgwater in Somerset. King Richard 
mobilised around 4,000 soldiers to restore order. Most of the rebel leaders were 


tracked down and executed by November of 1381. 


Economics, of course, was at the heart of this conflict. At the start of the 14th 
century, the majority of English people worked in the countryside economy that 
fed the country's towns and cities and supported an extensive international trade. 
Across much of England, production was organised around manors, controlled by 
local lords — including the gentry and the Church — and governed through a system 
of manorial courts [manorialism]. Some of the population were unfree serfs, who 
had to work on their lords’ lands for a period each year, although the balance of 
free and unfree varied across England, and in the south-east there were relatively 
Few serfs. Some serfs were born unfree and could not leave their manors to work 
elsewhere without the consent of the local lord; others accepted limitations on 
their freedom as part of the tenure agreement for their farmland. Population 
growth led to pressure on the available agricultural land, increasing the power of 


local landowners. 


In 1348 a plague known as the Black Death crossed from mainland Europe into 
England, rapidly killing an estimated 50% of the population. After an initial period 
of economic shock, England began to adapt to the changed economic situation but 
the death rate among the peasantry meant that suddenly land was relatively 
plentiful and labourers in much shorter supply. Labourers could charge more for 


their work and, in the consequent competition for labour, wages were driven 
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sharply upwards. In turn, the profits of landowners were eroded and the trading, 
commercial and financial networks in the towns disintegrated. To this the 
authorities responded with emergency legislation; the Ordinance of Labourers was 
passed in 1349, and the Statute of Labourers in 1351. These attempted to fix 
wages at pre-plague levels, making it a crime to refuse work or to break an existing 
contract, imposing fines on those who transgressed. The system was initially 
enforced through special Justices of Labourers and then, from the 1360s onwards, 
through the normal Justices of the Peace, typically members of the local gentry 
[and so the judges were also material parties to the justice being given - a clear 
case of a lack of impartiality]. Although in theory these laws applied to both 
labourers seeking higher wages and to employers tempted to outbid their 
competitors for workers, they were in practice applied only to labourers, and then 
in a rather arbitrary Fashion [surprise, surprise!]. The legislation was strengthened 
in 1361, with the penalties increased to include branding and imprisonment! The 
royal government had not intervened in this way before, nor allied itself with the 


local landowners in quite such an obvious or unpopular way. 


Over the next few decades, economic opportunities increased for the English 
peasantry. Some labourers took up specialist jobs that would have previously been 
barred to them, and others moved from employer to employer, or became 
servants in richer households. These changes were keenly felt across the south- 
east of England, where the London market created a wide range of opportunities 
for Farmers and artisans. Local lords had the right to prevent serfs from leaving 
their manors but, when serfs found themselves blocked in the manorial courts, 


many simply left to work illegally on manors elsewhere. Wages continued to rise 
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and between the 1340s and the 1380s the purchasing power of rural labourers 
increased by around 40%. As the wealth of the lower classes increased, Parliament 
brought in fresh laws in 1363 to prevent them from consuming expensive goods 
Formerly only affordable by the elite. These sumptuary laws proved unenforceable 


but the wider labour laws continued to be firmly applied. 


A further Financial burden, this time on England and passed on by England's rulers 
to its people, was the need for war finance. In 1337 Edward III of England had 
pressed his claims to the French throne, beginning a long-running conflict that 
became known as the Hundred Years’ War. Edward had initial successes but his 
campaigns were not decisive. Charles V of France became more active in the 
conflict after 1369, taking advantage of his country's greater economic strength to 
commence cross-Channel raids on England. By the 1370s, England's armies on the 
continent were under huge military and Financial pressure; the garrisons in Calais 
and Brest alone, for example, were costing £36,000 a year to maintain, while 
military expeditions could consume £50,000 in only six months. Edward died in 
1377, leaving the throne to his grandson, Richard II, then only ten years old. 
Richard's government was formed around his uncles, most prominently the rich 
and powerful John of Gaunt, and many of his grandfather's former senior officials. 
They Faced the challenge of financially sustaining the war in France. Taxes in the 
14th century were raised on an ad hoc basis through Parliament, then comprising, 
as we have already seen, of the Lords, the titled aristocracy and clergy, and the 
Commons, the representatives of the knights, merchants and senior gentry from 
across England. These taxes were typically imposed on a household's movable 


possessions, such as their goods or stock. The raising of these taxes affected the 
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members of the Commons much more than the Lords. To complicate matters, the 
official statistics used to administer the taxes pre-dated the Black Death and, since 
the size and wealth of local communities had changed greatly since the plague, 


effective collection had become increasingly difficult. 


Just before Edward's death, Parliament introduced a new form of taxation called 
the poll tax which was levied at the rate of Four pence on every person over the 
age of 14 with a deduction For married couples. Designed to spread the cost of the 
war over a broader economic base than previous tax levies, this round of taxation 
proved extremely unpopular but raised £22,000 nevertheless. The war continued 
to go badly and, despite raising some money through forced loans, the Crown 
returned to Parliament in 1379 to request even more Funds. The Commons were 
supportive of the young King but had concerns about the amounts of money being 
sought and the way this was being spent by the King's counsellors, whom they 
suspected of corruption. A second poll tax was approved, this time with a sliding 
scale of taxes against seven different classes of English society, with the upper 
classes paying more in absolute terms. Widespread evasion proved to be a 
problem, however, and the tax only raised £18,600 — Far short of the £50,000 that 


had been hoped For. 


In November 1380, Parliament was called together again in Northampton. 
Archbishop Simon Sudbury, the new Lord Chancellor, updated the Commons on 
the worsening situation in France, a collapse in international trade, and the risk of 
the Crown having to default on its debts. The Commons were told that the colossal 


sum of £160,000 was now required in new taxes and arguments ensued between 
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the royal council and Parliament about what to do next. Parliament passed a third 
poll tax [this time on a flat-rate basis of 12 pence on each person over 15, with no 
allowance made for married couples] which they estimated would raise £66,666. 
The third poll tax was highly unpopular and many in the south-east evaded it by 
refusing to register. The royal council appointed new commissioners in March 1381 
to interrogate local village and town officials in an attempt to find those who were 
refusing to comply. The extraordinary powers and interference of these teams of 
investigators in local communities, primarily in the south-east and east of England, 
raised still Further the tensions surrounding the taxes and this dissatisfaction Fed 


completely into the spirit which initiated the revolt. 


The decades running up to 1381 had been a rebellious, troubled period. London 
was a particular Focus of unrest, and the activities of the city's politically active 
guilds and fraternities often alarmed the authorities. Londoners resented the 
expansion of the royal legal system in the capital, in particular the increased role of 
the Marshalsea Court in Southwark, which had begun to compete with the city 
authorities For judicial power in London [there were any number of various kinds of 
courts running at this time and not one universal legal system]. The city's 
population also resented the presence of Foreigners, Flemish weavers in particular. 
Londoners detested John of Gaunt because he was a supporter of the religious 
reformer John Wycliffe [about whom more below], whom the London public 
regarded as a heretic for his views about the Church and the Bible. John of Gaunt 
was also engaged in a feud with the London elite and was rumoured to be planning 
to replace the elected mayor with a captain, appointed by the Crown. The London 


elite were themselves Fighting out a vicious, internal battle For political power and, 
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as aresult, in 1381 the ruling classes in London were unstable and divided. 


At this time rural communities, particularly in the south-east, were unhappy with 
the operation of serfdom and the use of the local manorial courts to exact 
traditional fines and levies, not least because the same landowners who ran these 
courts also often acted as enforcers of the unpopular labour laws or as royal 
judges - a clear conflict of interest. Many of the village elites refused to take up 
positions in local government and began to frustrate the operation of the courts. 
For example, animals seized by the courts began to be retaken by their owners, 
and legal officials were assaulted. Some started to advocate the creation of 
independent village communities, respecting traditional laws but separate From 
the hated legal system centred in London. For many the problem was not the 
country's laws, but those charged with applying and safeguarding them. Concerns 
were also raised about these changes in society. William Langland wrote the poem 
Piers Plowman in the years before 1380, praising peasants who respected the law 
and worked hard for their lords but complaining about greedy, travelling labourers 
demanding higher wages. The poet John Gower warned against a future revolt in 
both Mirour de l'Omme and Vox Clamantis. There was a moral panic about the 
threat posed by newly arrived workers in the towns and the possibility that 
servants might turn against their masters. New legislation was introduced in 1359 
to deal with migrants, existing conspiracy laws were more widely applied and the 
treason laws were extended to include servants or wives who betrayed their 
masters and husbands. By the 1370s, there were even fears that, if the French 


invaded England, the rural classes might side with the invaders. 
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This discontent began to give way to open protest. In 1377, the "Great Rumour" 
occurred in south-east and south-west England. This involved rural workers 
organising themselves and refusing to work for their lords, arguing that, according 
to the Domesday Book, they were exempted from such requests. The workers 
made unsuccessful appeals to the law courts and the King in respect of their rights 
during this period. There were also widespread urban tensions, particularly in 
London, where John of Gaunt narrowly escaped being lynched. The troubles 
increased again in 1380, with protests and disturbances across northern England 
and in the western towns of Shrewsbury and Bridgwater. An uprising occurred in 
York, during which John de Gisborne, the city's mayor, was removed from office, 
and fresh tax riots Followed in early 1381. There was a great storm in England 
during May 1381, which many Felt to prophesy Future change and upheaval, adding 
Further to the disturbed mood before the revolt in Essex which actually kicked 
things off for real. Clearly we can see here that many of the peasants were under 
increased pressure to pay for wars abroad but also under severe pressures in their 


daily lives in a hierarchical society which involved servitude and obligation. 


THE LOLLARDS 


A further feature of this time period was the phenomenon of Lollardism [mid 14th 
to 16th centuries]. This was essentially a protestant movement within the Roman 
Catholic Church particularly famous for its requirement of a vernacular Bible [i.e. 
one written in English, which natives could potentially understand, and not Latin, 
which only those taught Latin, i.e. priests, could understand] and for the belief of 


Sola Scriptura, a belief that scripture alone was the authority in the Church [as 
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opposed to the officers of that Church]. Under normal circumstances you might 
imagine that this particular movement was not that important from a general 
political standpoint but it must be remembered in this case that the Church was a 
powerful political mover and shaker at this time. What the Pope, and so the 
Church, thought about things had resounding political consequences. This is also 
important in an anarchist context where the power of not just politicians but also 
of religious hierarchies is something that anarchists generally wish to be free of. 
Lollardism was a religiously motivated movement without any question but it was 
simultaneously a movement away from the self-aggrandizing power of Church 
officers nevertheless as well as a believer that the Church should not get itself so 
involved in political affairs. For example, one of the Twelve Conclusions of the 
Lollards, a statement of Lollard beliefs, was that “it is inappropriate for men who 
hold high office in the Church to simultaneously hold positions of great temporal 
[i.e. political] power.” This was at a time when Archbishops could and did 


simultaneously hold high offices of state. 


One group of Lollards petitioned Parliament with The Twelve Conclusions of the 
Lollards by posting them on the doors of Westminster Hall in February 1395. While 
by no means a central statement of belief of the Lollards, the Twelve Conclusions 
reveal certain basic Lollard ideas. The first Conclusion rejects the acquisition of 
temporal wealth by Church leaders, as accumulating wealth leads them away from 
religious concerns and towards greed. The Fourth Conclusion deals with the Lollard 
view that the Sacrament of the Eucharist is a debatable doctrine that is not clearly 
defined in the Bible. Whether the bread remains bread or becomes the literal body 


of Christ is not specified uniformly in the gospels. The sixth Conclusion states that 
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officials of the Church should not concern themselves with secular matters when 
they hold a position of power within the Church, since this constitutes a conflict of 
interest between matters of the spirit and matters of the State. The eighth 
Conclusion points out the ludicrousness, in the minds of Lollards, of the reverence 
that is directed toward images of Christ's suffering. "IF the cross of Christ, the nails, 
spear, and crown of thorns are to be honoured, then why not honour Judas's lips, if 


only they could be Found?" 


The Lollards’ beliefs stated that the Catholic Church had been corrupted by 
political matters and that its claim to be the true Church was not justified by its 
heredity. Part of this corruption involved prayers For the dead and chantries which 
were seen as corrupt since they distracted priests from other work; instead, all 
should be prayed for equally. Lollards also had a tendency toward iconoclasm. 
Expensive church artwork was seen as an excess; they believed effort should be 
placed on helping the needy and preaching rather than working on expensive 
decorations. Icons were also seen as dangerous since many seemed to be 
worshipping the icons more fervently than they worshipped God. Believing in a 
universal priesthood, the Lollards challenged the Church's authority to invest or to 
deny the divine authority to make a man a priest. Denying any special status to the 
priesthood, Lollards thought confession to a priest was unnecessary since 
according to them priests did not have the ability to Forgive sins. Lollards also 
challenged the practice of clerical celibacy and believed that in all cases the Church 


needed the receipts, in terms of biblical warrants, for anything it undertook. 
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Most notable amongst the early Lollards was John Wycliffe, an English scholastic 
philosopher, theologian, biblical translator, reformer, priest, and a seminary 
professor at the University of Oxford. Wycliffe attacked the privileged status of 
the clergy which had bolstered their powerful role in England and the luxury and 
pomp of local parishes and their ceremonies. Thereafter, many of his views were 
declared heretical by the Catholic Church as a result as was much of Lollardism in 
general, although, initially Wycliffe and the Lollards were sheltered by John of 
Gaunt and other anti-clerical nobility, who may have wanted to use Lollard- 
advocated clerical reform to acquire new sources of revenue from England's 
monasteries. The University of Oxford also protected Wycliffe and similar 
academics on the grounds of academic freedom and, initially, allowed such persons 
to retain their positions despite their controversial views. Lollards first Faced 
serious persecution after the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381. While Wycliffe and other 
Lollards opposed the revolt, one of the peasants’ leaders, John Ball, preached 
Lollardism. The royalty and nobility then Found Lollardy to be a threat not only to 
the Church, but to English society in general. The Lollards' small measure of 
protection evaporated. This change in status was also affected by the 1386 


departure of John of Gaunt who left England to pursue the Crown of Castile. 


A group of gentry active during the reign of Richard II [1377-99] were known as 
"Lollard Knights" either during or after their lives due to their acceptance of 
Wycliffe's claims. Henry Knighton, in his Chronicle, identifies the principal Lollard 
Knights as Thomas Latimer, John Trussell, Lewis Clifford, Sir John Peche, [son of 
John Peche of Wormleighton], Richard Storey, and Reginald Hilton. Thomas 


Walsingham's Chronicle adds William Nevil and John Clanvowe to the list, and 
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other potential members of this circle have been identified by their wills, which 
contain Lollard-inspired language about how their bodies are to be plainly buried 
and permitted to return to the soil whence they came. Thus, we can see that 
Lollardism did have some influence in various echelons of society. There is little 
indication that the Lollard Knights were specifically known as such during their 
lifetimes, however; they were men of discretion, and, unlike another, Sir John 
Oldcastle, years later, rarely gave any hint of open rebellion. However, they 
displayed a remarkable ability to retain important positions without falling victim 
to the various prosecutions of Wycliffe's Followers occurring during their lifetimes. 
In this respect, it is important to note that religious and secular authorities 
strongly opposed Lollardism. A primary opponent was Thomas Arundel, 
Archbishop of Canterbury, assisted by bishops like Henry the Despenser of 
Norwich, whom the chronicler Thomas Walsingham praised for his zeal. To what 
extent Lollardism genuinely threatened civilised power, however, is not fully 
known. All we can say is that they were perceived as a threat by the power bases in 
political society of the time. As a prelude to the 16th-century Acts of Supremacy 
that mark the beginning of the English Reformation [not least by making the 
reigning monarch the head of the Church of England after Henry VIII seceded From 
the authority of Rome in 1534], De heretico comburendo was enacted in 1401 
during the reign of Henry IV; traditionally heresy had been defined as an error in 
theological belief, but this statute equated theological heresy with sedition 
against political rulers and mandated burning at the stake for those Found guilty, 


which some subsequently were. 
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THE LEVELLERS 


We move on and we move on specifically to a period of great English unrest, the 
period of the first, and so Far only, official civil war in England which began in 1642, 
ended in 1651, and was fought between a royalist Faction [Cavaliers] and a 
parliamentary Faction [Roundheads]. The war [actually a series of wars and 
skirmishes] was ostensibly over who should rule the country and what form that 
rule should take [including, but not limited to, how any parliament should be 
elected and constituted]. Unlike other civil wars in England [for there had, of 
course, been others], which were mainly fought over who should rule, these 
conflicts were, then, also concerned with how the three kingdoms of England, 
Scotland, and Ireland were to be governed. The outcome, after the 
parliamentarians won, was threefold: the trial and execution of Charles | in 1649; 
the exile of his son, Charles Il, in 1651; and the replacement of English monarchy 
with, at first, the Commonwealth of England from 1649-1653 and then the 
Protectorate, which as the Commonwealth of England, Scotland, and Ireland 
unified the British Isles under the personal rule of Oliver Cromwell from 1653- 
1658 and briefly his son Richard [1658-1659]. The execution of Charles | was 
particularly notable given that an English king had never been executed before. In 
England, the monopoly of the Church of England on Christian worship was ended, 
while in Ireland the victors consolidated the established Protestant Ascendancy 
[readers will note that between Lollardism and the time of the Levellers 
Protestantism had gone into full swing and religious Freedom and forms of 
expression were topics intertwined with more singularly political ones]. 


Constitutionally, the wars established the precedent that an English monarch 
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cannot govern without Parliament's consent, although the idea of Parliamentary 
sovereignty was only legally established as part of the so-called Glorious 


Revolution in 1688, around three decades later. 


The Levellers were a political movement during the period of the English Civil War 
[1642-1651] and committed to popular sovereignty, extended suffrage, equality 
before the law and religious tolerance. The hallmark of Leveller thought was its 
populism, as shown by its emphasis on equal natural rights, and their practice of 
reaching the public through pamphlets, petitions and vocal appeals to the crowd. 
The Levellers came to prominence at the end of the first sustained period of 
Fighting known as the First English Civil War [1642-46] and were most influential 
before the start of the second period of Fighting, the Second Civil War [1648-49]. 
Leveller views and support were found in the populace of the City of London and 
in some regiments of the New Model Army, an army the parliamentarians had 
raised in 1645 with the intention that it could fight anywhere in the country rather 
than being tied to a singular garrison. Leveller ideas were presented in their 
manifesto "Agreement of the People" which was the result of numerous 


discussions they held amongst themselves. 


The origin of the term "leveller", as applied to the Levellers themselves, is 
uncertain. The term itself had been used in 17th-century England as a term of 
abuse for rural rebels. In the Midland Revolt of 1607, For example, a series of riots 
that protested the enclosure of common land, said common land then becoming 
private property, the name was used to refer to those who levelled hedges during 


such riots. The suggestion is that the name “Levellers” was first applied to the 
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Leveller leaders by others rather than it being their chosen form of self- 
designation. Nevertheless, the name stuck and was used by them as this was how 
the public at large had come to refer to them. However, at least some of the 
leaders considered the term pejorative and preferred "Agitators". The term 
suggested that the "Levellers" aimed to bring all down to the lowest common 
level. The leaders vehemently denied the charge of this type of "levelling", 


however. 


The Levellers' agenda developed in tandem with growing dissent within the New 
Model Army in the wake of the First Civil War. Early drafts of the Agreement of the 
People emanated from army circles and appeared before the so-called Putney 
Debates of October and November 1647 [a series of discussions among the 
increasingly dominant New Model Army — a number of the participants being 
Levellers - concerning the makeup of a new constitution for Britain], and a final 
version, appended and issued in the names of prominent Levellers, appeared in 
May 1649. It called For an extension of suffrage to include almost all the adult male 
population, electoral reform, biennial elections, religious freedom, and an end to 
imprisonment for debt. They were committed broadly to the abolition of 
corruption within the parliamentary and judicial process, toleration of religious 
differences, the translation of law into the common tongue and, arguably, 
something that could be considered democracy in its modern form. This is itself 
arguably the First time contemporary democratic ideas had been formally Framed 
and adopted by any political movement in England. The Levellers have, however, 
been seen as having undemocratic tendencies by some as they excluded household 


servants and those dependent upon charitable handouts from suffrage as 
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Levellers feared that poor, dependent men would simply vote as their masters 
wished. Their plans would also have excluded women; most adult women were 


married and, as wives, were legally and Financially dependent on their husbands. 


Some Levellers argued that the English Common law, particularly Magna Carta, 
was the foundation of English rights and liberties, but others, like William Walwyn, 
one of the senior voices amongst the Levellers, compared Magna Carta to a "mess 
of potage". Others also harked back in their writing to the notion of a Norman 
yoke that had been imposed on the English people [beginning with the first 
Norman, William the Conqueror, and the way that he and successive Norman 
monarchs had arranged the country under feudalism] and to some extent argued 
that the English were simply seeking to reclaim those rights they had enjoyed 
before the Norman Conquest [which they, in some senses, saw as an English, pre- 
Norman, idyll]. Levellers, thus, tended to hold fast to a notion of "natural rights" 
that had been violated by the King's side in the Civil Wars of 1642-1651. At the 
Putney Debates in 1647, Colonel Thomas Rainsborough defended natural rights as 
coming From the law of God expressed in the Bible. Richard Overton, another 
Leveller, considered that liberty was an innate property of every person. According 
to one commentator, Levellers held to "the doctrine of consent by participation in 
the choice of representatives". Yet it was also the case at these debates that there 
was disagreement about how far the voting franchise should be extended. Oliver 
Cromwell and his son-in-law, Henry Ireton's, main complaint about the Agreement 
of the People, which was discussed during the debates, was that it included terms 
for near universal male suffrage, which Ireton considered to be anarchy. Instead 


they suggested suffrage should be limited only to landholders. The more radical 
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Agitators, on the other hand, this being the name some Levellers preferred to use 
of themselves, Felt they deserved the rights in payment for their service during the 


Wd. 


From July 1648 to September 1649, the Levellers published a newspaper, The 
Moderate, and they were generally pioneers in the use of petitions and 
pamphleteering to political ends. They identified themselves by sea-green ribbons 
worn on their clothing. However, after Pride's Purge, an event in late 1648 when 
soldiers prevented MPs considered hostile to the New Model Army from entering 
the House of Commons, and the execution of Charles | in 1649, power lay in the 
hands of the Grandees in the Army [and to a lesser extent with the Rump 
Parliament, the Parliament purged of the anti-New Model Army MPs]. The 
Levellers, along with all other opposition groups, such as the Diggers to which I will 
shortly refer, were marginalised by those in power and their influence waned. By 


1650, they were no longer a serious threat to the established order. 


THE DIGGERS 


The Diggers, also sometimes known as “True Levellers” [the latter was the name 
the group used of themselves, the Former the popular epithet they acquired], were 
a group of Protestant radicals in England at around the same end of the English 
Civil War period as the Levellers, i.e. the later 1640s and early 1650s. Due to their 
beliefs and practices, they are sometimes seen as forerunners of modern 
anarchism, being also associated with agrarian socialism and with Georgism, the 


latter phenomenon being an economic ideology holding that while people should 
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own the value they produce themselves, economic value derived from land 
[including all natural resources and natural opportunities] should belong equally to 
all members of society. The beliefs and practices of the Diggers, then, were more 
far reaching than those of the Levellers as the Diggers wanted to reform society to 
a much more thoroughgoing degree whereas the Levellers, in comparison, simply 
wanted to include more people in the largely political organisation of society as it 
was. The original name of the Diggers, True Levellers, came from their belief in 
economic equality based upon a specific passage in the Acts of the Apostles, i.e. 
Acts 4:32, which states: “The group of believers was one in mind and heart. No one 
said that any of his belongings was his own, but they all shared with one another 
everything they had." The Diggers, thus, tried, by "levelling" land [their practice 
was to form common communities which would Farm portions of common land 
that had since been enclosed], to reform the existing social order with an agrarian 
lifestyle based on their ideas for the creation of small, egalitarian rural 
communities. They were one of a number of nonconformist dissenting groups that 


emerged around the late Civil War period. 


The year 1649, in particular, was a time of great social unrest in England. The 
Parliamentarians had won the First English Civil War but Failed to negotiate a 
constitutional settlement with the defeated King Charles |. When members of 
Parliament and the Grandees in the New Model Army were faced with Charles' 
perceived duplicity, they tried and executed him. Government through the King's 
Privy Council was replaced with a new body called the Council of State, which, due 
to Fundamental disagreements within a weakened Parliament, was dominated by 


the Army. Many people became active in politics, suggesting alternative Forms of 
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government to replace the old order such as the Levellers we have already 
discussed. Royalists wished to place King Charles II on the throne; men like Oliver 
Cromwell wished to govern with a plutocratic Parliament voted in by an electorate 
based on property, similar to that which was enfranchised before the Civil War; the 
Levellers wanted parliamentary government based on an electorate of every male 
head of a household; Fifth Monarchy Men advocated a theocracy; and the Diggers, 
led by Gerrard Winstanley, who had been bankrupted by the onset of civil war, 
advocated the more radical solution of small agrarian communities who held 


everything in common. 


In 1649 Winstanley and Fourteen others published a pamphlet in which they called 
themselves the "True Levellers" to distinguish their ideas from those of the 
Levellers. Once they put their idea into practice and started to cultivate common 
land, both opponents and supporters began to call them "Diggers". The Diggers' 
beliefs were informed by Winstanley's writings which envisioned an ecological 
interrelationship between humans and nature, acknowledging the inherent 
connections between people and their surroundings. Winstanley declared that 
"true Freedom lies where a man receives his nourishment and preservation, and 
that is in the use of the earth". An undercurrent of political thought which had run 
through English society for many generations and resurfaced from time to time 
[For example, in the Peasants' Revolt in 1381] was also present in some of the 
political Factions of the 17th century, including those who formed the Diggers. This 
was the belief, mentioned above, that England had become subjugated by the 
"Norman Yoke" after being conquered by the Normans in 1066. This legend 


offered an explanation that at one time a golden era had existed in England before 
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that Norman Conquest. From the Conquest on, the Diggers argued, the "common 
people of England" had been robbed of their birthrights and exploited by a Foreign 
ruling-class and so this formed part of the mythology which motivated their 
practices, including advocating for an early form of public health insurance and 


communal ownership in opposition to individual ownership. 


The Diggers, however, were also a practical movement as well as a theoretical one 
and so it was that the Council of State received a letter in April 1649 reporting that 
several individuals had begun to plant vegetables in common land on St George's 
Hill, Weybridge near Cobham, Surrey at a time when harvests were bad and food 
prices high. They had invited "all to come in and help them, and promise[d] them 
meat, drink, and clothes." They intended to pull down all enclosures and cause the 
local populace to come and work with them. They claimed that their number would 
be several thousand within ten days. "It is feared they have some design in hand," 
it was said. In the same month, the Diggers issued their most famous pamphlet and 
manifesto, called "The True Levellers Standard Advanced". Yet, at the behest of 
the local landowners, the commander of the New Model Army, Sir Thomas Fairfax, 
duly arrived with his troops and interviewed Winstanley and another prominent 
member of the Diggers, William Everard. Everard suspected that the Diggers were 
in serious trouble and soon left the group, clearly Frightened off by the attention 
the Diggers had received. Fairfax, meanwhile, having concluded that Diggers were 


doing no harm, advised the local landowners to use the courts to remove them. 


Winstanley remained on site, however, and continued to write about the 


treatment the Diggers received. They received harassment from the Lord of the 
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Manor which was both deliberate and systematic: he organised gangs in an attack 
on the Diggers, including numerous beatings and an arson attack on one of the 
communal houses that had been built. Following a court case, in which the Diggers 
were forbidden to speak in their own defence, they were found guilty of being 
Ranters, a radical sect associated with liberal sexuality [although, in Fact, 
Winstanley had reprimanded Ranter Laurence Clarkson for his sexual practices 
previously]. IF they had not left the land after losing the court case then the army 
could have been used to enforce the law and evict them; so they abandoned Saint 
George's Hill in August 1649, much to the relief of the local freeholders. Some of 
the evicted Diggers moved a short distance to Little Heath in Surrey. Eleven acres 
were cultivated, six houses built, winter crops harvested, and several pamphlets 
published. After initially expressing some sympathy for them, the local lord of the 
manor of Cobham, Parson John Platt, became their chief enemy. He used his power 
to stop local people helping them and he organised attacks on the Diggers and 
their property. By April 1650, Platt and other local landowners succeeded in driving 
the Diggers From Little Heath as well. Other Digger colonies were started in 
Wellingborough, Northamptonshire and lver, Buckinghamshire but neither 
survived very long and both were harassed by the local authorities. It is also said 
Further colonies existed throughout the East Midlands but they cannot have lasted 
long and made next to no historical impact. In modern times the Diggers have been 
celebrated as precursors of land squatting and communalism. For example, on 
April 1, 1999, on the 350th anniversary of the Diggers’ occupation during the 
English Civil War of the same hill, the group The Land Is Ours, a land rights 
campaigning group, organised a rally, on the then occupied land at St. George's Hill 


near Weybridge, Surrey in commemoration of the much earlier event. 
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THE LUDDITES 


We move forward in time about 160 years to the early 19th century where we 
come across a group that more people may have heard of, the Luddites. The 
Luddites were a group of English textile workers in the 19th century, a radical 
Faction which destroyed textile machinery as a form of protest. The group was 
protesting against manufacturers who used machines in what they called “a 
fraudulent and deceitful manner” to get around standard labour practices. 
Luddites Feared that the time spent learning the skills of their craft would go to 
waste, as machines would replace their role in the industry. Thus, they were not a 
movement of the poorest working classes but a group of skilled workers 
protecting the jobs which were being taken over by machines that could be 
operated by less skilled people in their stead. As such, this was a means for 
capitalist owners to squeeze out skilled workers who would demand higher wages, 
in Favour of lower skilled workers who could be paid less. Over time, the term 
“Luddite” has since come to mean one opposed to industrialisation, automation, 
computerisation, or new technologies in general in a wider conception of the term. 
The Luddite movement began in Nottingham, England, part of a noted textile 
centre at the time, and culminated in a region-wide rebellion that lasted From 1811 
to 1816. Mill and Factory owners even took to shooting protesters and eventually 


the movement was suppressed with legal and military Force. 


The name “Luddite” itself is of uncertain origin although the movement was said to 


have been named after one Ned Ludd, an apprentice who allegedly smashed two 


stocking frames in 1779 and whose name had become emblematic of machine 
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destroyers. Ned Ludd, however, was a completely fictional character and was used 
as a way to shock and provoke the government. The name developed into the 
imaginary General Ludd or King Ludd, who was reputed to live in Sherwood Forest 
like Robin Hood and he may have been an entirely mythological Figure, much as 
Robin Hood also became. In the course of growing industrialisation, however, hand 
loom weavers had burned mills and pieces of factory machinery before. Textile 
workers destroyed industrial equipment during the late 18th century prompting 
acts such as the Protection of Stocking Frames Act 1788 as well. The Luddite 
movement emerged during the harsh economic climate of the Napoleonic Wars 
from 1803-1815 which saw a rise of difficult working conditions in the new textile 
Factories. Luddites objected primarily, as already noted, to the rising popularity of 
automated textile equipment, threatening the jobs and livelihoods of skilled 
workers as this technology allowed them to be replaced by cheaper and less skilled 


workers. 


The Luddites met at night on the moors surrounding industrial towns to practice 
drills and manoeuvres. Their main areas of operation began in Nottinghamshire in 
November 1811, followed by the West Riding of Yorkshire in early 1812 then 
Lancashire by March 1813. They smashed stocking frames and cropping Frames 
among others. There does not seem to have been any political motivation behind 
the Luddite riots and there was no national organization; the men were merely 
attacking what they saw as the reason for the decline in their livelihoods. Luddites 
battled the British Army at Burton's Mill in Middleton and at Westhoughton Mill, 
both in Lancashire. The Luddites and their supporters anonymously sent death 


threats to, and possibly attacked, magistrates and food merchants. Activists 
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smashed Heathcote's lacemaking machine in Loughborough in 1816. He and other 
industrialists had secret chambers constructed in their buildings that could be used 
as hiding places during an attack. In 1817, an unemployed Nottingham stockinger 
and probably ex-Luddite, named Jeremiah Brandreth led the Pentrich Rising, an 
uprising of several hundred men from the Nottinghamshire/Derbyshire borders 
who intended to march on Nottingham with a set of rather unfocused 
revolutionary demands, including the wiping out of the National Debt. While 
Luddism was, in general, an uprising unrelated to machinery, this can be viewed as 


the last major heroic Luddite act. 


The British government sought to suppress the Luddite movement with a mass 
trial at York in January 1813, Following the attack on Cartwrights mill at Rawfolds 
near Cleckheaton. The government charged over 60 men with various crimes in 
connection with Luddite activities. While some of those charged were actual 
Luddites, many had no connection to the movement. Although the proceedings 
were legitimate jury trials, many were abandoned due to lack of evidence and 30 
men were acquitted. These trials were certainly intended to act as show trials to 
deter other Luddites from continuing their activities. The harsh sentences of those 
Found guilty, which included execution and penal transportation, quickly ended the 
movement as any sort of mass form of protest. Parliament made "machine 
breaking" [i.e. industrial sabotage] a capital crime with the Frame Breaking Act of 
1812. Lord Byron opposed this legislation, becoming one of the few prominent 


defenders of the Luddites after the treatment of the defendants at the York trials. 
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THE PETERLOO MASSACRE 


The Peterloo Massacre took place at St Peter's Field, Manchester, England on 
Monday 16 August 1819. On this day, cavalry charged into a crowd of around 
60,000 people who had gathered to demand the reform of parliamentary 
representation. In 1819, Lancashire was represented by two county members of 
parliament and a further twelve borough members sitting for the towns of 
Clitheroe, Newton, Wigan, Lancaster, Liverpool, and Preston, with a total of 17,000 
voters in a county population of nearly a million. Thanks to deals by Whig and Tory 
parties to carve up the seats between them, most had not seen a contested 
election within living memory. Nationally the so-called “rotten boroughs” had a 
hugely disproportionate influence on the membership of the Parliament of the 
United Kingdom compared to the size of their populations: Old Sarum in Wiltshire, 
with one voter, for example, elected two MPs, as did Dunwich in Suffolk, which by 
the early 19th century had almost completely disappeared into the sea. The major 
urban centres of Manchester, Salford, Bolton, Blackburn, Rochdale, Ashton-under- 
Lyne, Oldham and Stockport in Lancashire had no MPs of their own, and only a few 
hundred county voters. By comparison, more than half of all MPs were returned by 
a total of just 154 owners of rotten or closed boroughs. In 1816, Thomas Oldfield's 
"The Representative History of Great Britain and Ireland, being a History of the 
House of Commons, and of the Counties, Cities, and Boroughs of the United 
Kingdom from the earliest Period", claimed that of the 515 MPs for England and 
Wales 351 were returned by the patronage of 177 individuals and a Further 16 by 
the direct patronage of the government: all 45 Scottish MPs owed their seats to 


patronage. These inequalities in political representation led to calls for reform of 


1350 


which the assembly at St Peter’s Field was an expression. 


A further cause of concern which acts as an important background to the gathering 
was the economic conditions of the time, something alluded to earlier in my 
discussion of the Luddites. After the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, a brief 
boom in textile manufacture was followed by periods of chronic economic 
depression, particularly among textile weavers and spinners [the textile trade was 
concentrated in Lancashire as one of its major centres in the country]. Weavers 
who could have expected to earn 15 shillings For a six-day week in 1803, saw their 
wages cut to 5 shillings or even 4s 6d by 1818. The industrialists, who were cutting 
wages without offering relief, blamed market forces generated by the aftershocks 
of the Napoleonic Wars. Exacerbating matters were the Corn Laws, the first of 
which was passed in 1815, imposing a tariff on Foreign grain in an effort to protect 
English grain producers. The cost of Food rose as people were forced to buy the 
more expensive and lower quality British grain, and periods of famine and chronic 
unemployment ensued, increasing the desire for political reform both in 
Lancashire and in the country at large as a result. It should of course be 
remembered, as has been salted throughout this essay, that since the emergence 
of parliament in the 13th century land ownership had been the primary 
requirement for anyone to either vote or take part in parliament as a member in 
what was something basically restricted to the wealthy landowner. Any notion of a 
wider franchise was something discussed as a radical idea and always resisted by 


those to whom such rights came as a result of their wealth. 
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Prior to the Fateful meeting in August 1819 there had been several others. In the 
winter of 1816-17 mass reform petitions were rejected by the House of Commons, 
the largest of them from Manchester with over 30,000 signatures. On 10 March 
1817 a crowd of 5,000 gathered in St Peter's Fields to send off some of their 
number to march to London to petition the Prince Regent to Force parliament into 
reform — the so-called ‘blanket march’, after the blankets which the protesters 
carried with them to sleep in on the way. After the magistrates read the Riot Act, 
the crowd was dispersed without injury by the King's Dragoon Guards. [There were, 
as yet, no professional civil police in England and so it was the Army which would 
be called out to quell civil disturbances.] The ringleaders were detained For several 
months without charge under the emergency powers then in force which 
suspended habeas corpus, the right to be either charged or released. In September 
1818 three former leading Blanketeers were again arrested for allegedly urging 
striking weavers in Stockport to demand their political rights 'sword in hand’, and 


were convicted of sedition and conspiracy at Chester Assizes in April 1819. 


By the beginning of 1819 pressure generated by poor economic conditions was at 
its peak and had enhanced the appeal of political radicalism among the cotton 
loom weavers of south Lancashire. In January 1819, a crowd of about 10,000 
gathered at St Peter's Fields to hear the radical orator Henry Hunt and called on 
the Prince Regent to choose ministers who would repeal the Corn Laws, thereby 
making bread cheaper. The meeting, conducted in the presence of the cavalry, 
passed off without incident, apart from the collapse of the hustings. A series of 
mass meetings in the Manchester region, Birmingham, and London over the next 


few months alarmed the government. "Your country [i.e. county] will not be 
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tranquillised until blood shall have been shed, either by the law or the sword", the 
Home Secretary wrote to the Lancashire magistrates in March. Over the next few 
months the government worked to find a legal justification for the magistrates to 
send in troops to disperse a meeting when riot was expected but not actually 
begun. In July 1819, the magistrates wrote to Lord Sidmouth warning they thought 
a "general rising" was imminent, the "deep distress of the manufacturing classes" 
was being worked on by the "unbounded liberty of the press" and "the harangues 
of a few desperate demagogues" at weekly meetings. "Possessing no power to 
prevent the meetings" the magistrates admitted they were at a loss as to how to 
stem the doctrines being disseminated. The Home Office assured them privately 
that in "an extreme case a magistrate may Feel it incumbent upon him to act even 
without evidence, and to rely on Parliament for an indemnity,” a clear example of 
how those in power wished, and were prepared, to deny people their rights by 


underhand means. In effect, it was parliament against the people. 


Against this background, a "great assembly" was organised by the Manchester 
Patriotic Union formed by radicals from the Manchester Observer. Johnson, the 
union's secretary, wrote to Henry Hunt asking him to chair a meeting in 


Manchester on 2 August 1819. Johnson wrote: 


“Nothing but ruin and starvation stare one in the Face [in the streets of Manchester 
and the surrounding towns], the state of this district is truly dreadful, and | believe 
nothing but the greatest exertions can prevent an insurrection. Oh, that you in 


London were prepared For it.” 
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Unknown to Johnson and Hunt, the letter was intercepted by government spies 
and copied before being sent to its destination, confirming the government's 
belief that an armed rising was planned. [Spies were common at this time and 
often infiltrated popular uprisings in order to tip off the Forces of law and order.] 
The mass public meeting planned for 2 August was delayed until 9 August. The 
Manchester Observer reported it was called "to take into consideration the most 
speedy and effectual mode of obtaining radical reform in the Common House of 
Parliament" and "to consider the propriety of the 'Unrepresented Inhabitants of 
Manchester' electing a person to represent them in Parliament". The government's 
legal advice was that to elect a representative without a royal writ for an election 
was a criminal offence, and the magistrates decided to declare the meeting illegal. 
On 3rd August, however, the Home Office conveyed to the magistrates the view of 
the Attorney-General that it was not the intention to elect an MP that was illegal, 
but the execution of that intention. It advised against any attempt to forcibly 
prevent the 9th August meeting unless there was an actual riot: “even if they 
should utter sedition or proceed to the election of a representative Lord Sidmouth 
is of the opinion that it will be the wisest course to abstain from any endeavour to 
disperse the mob, unless they should proceed to acts of Felony or riot. We have the 
strongest reason to believe that Hunt means to preside and to deprecate 
disorder.” The radicals’ own legal advice however urged caution, and so the 
meeting was accordingly cancelled and rearranged for 16 August, with its declared 
aim solely "to consider the propriety of adopting the most LEGAL and EFFECTUAL 


means of obtaining a reform in the Common House of Parliament”. 
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In any event, shortly after the meeting began, local magistrates called on the 
Manchester and Salford Yeomanry to arrest Hunt and several others on the 
platform with him. The Yeomanry charged into the crowd, knocking down a woman 
and killing a child, and Finally apprehended Hunt. Cheshire Magistrates’ chairman 
William Hulton then summoned the 15th Hussars to disperse the crowd. They 
charged with sabres drawn, and between nine and fifteen people were killed and 
four to seven hundred injured in the ensuing confusion. The event was first 
labelled the "Peterloo massacre" by the radical Manchester Observer newspaper in 
a bitterly ironic reference to the bloody Battle of Waterloo which had taken place 
four years earlier. Although William Robert Hay, chairman of the Salford Hundred 
Quarter Sessions, claimed that "The active part of the meeting may be said to have 
come in wholly from the country", others such as John Shuttleworth, a local cotton 
dealer, estimated that most were from Manchester, a view that would 
subsequently be supported by the casualty lists. Of the casualties whose residence 
was recorded, 61% lived within a three mile radius of the centre of Manchester. 
Some groups carried banners with texts like "No Corn Laws", "Annual Parliaments", 
"Universal suffrage" and "Vote By Ballot". The First Female reform societies were 
established in the textile areas in 1819 and women from the Manchester Female 
Reform Society, dressed in white, accompanied Hunt to the platform. The society's 
president, Mary Fildes, rode in Hunt's carriage carrying its flag. The only banner 
known to have survived is in Middleton Public Library; it was carried by Thomas 
Redford, who was injured by a yeomanry sabre. Made of green silk embossed with 
gold lettering, one side of the banner is inscribed "Liberty and Fraternity" and the 
other "Unity and Strength." It is said to be the world's oldest surviving political 


banner. 
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One might have thought that such armed attack on members of the public meeting 
only to hear political speeches would have resulted in some political reform. Yet, 
instead, the immediate effect of Peterloo was a crackdown on reform. The 
government instructed the authorities to go after the journalists, presses and 
publication of the Manchester Observer [this had been the first public uprising 
which had benefited from mass press coverage across an area wider than the 
immediate locality]. The editor was arrested and charged with producing a 
seditious publication. Found guilty, he was sentenced to 12 months in prison and 
Fined £100. Outstanding court cases against the Manchester Observer were rushed 
through the courts and a continual change of sub-editors was not sufficient 
defence against a series of police raids, often on the suspicion that someone was 
writing a radical article. The Manchester Observer subsequently closed in February 
1820. Hunt and eight others were tried at York Assizes on 16 March 1820, charged 
with sedition. After a two-week trial, Five defendants were Found guilty, ona single 
one of the seven charges. Hunt was sentenced to 30 months in Ilchester Gaol; 
others received gaol time of between one and two years. A civil case on behalf of a 
weaver wounded at Peterloo was brought against four members of the 
Manchester Yeomanry, Captain Birley, Captain Withington, Trumpeter Meagher, 
and Private Oliver, at Lancaster Assizes, on 4 April 1822. All were acquitted, as the 


court ruled their actions had been justified to disperse an illegal gathering. 


Meanwhile, the government, of course, declared its support For the actions taken 
by the magistrates and the army. The Manchester magistrates held a supposedly 
public meeting three days after the massacre so that resolutions supporting the 


action they had taken three days before could be published. Cotton merchants 
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Archibald Prentice [later editor of The Manchester Times] and Absalom Watkin [a 
later corn-law reformer], organised a petition of protest against the violence at St 
Peter's Field and the validity of the magistrate's meeting. Within a Few days it had 
collected 4,800 signatures. Nevertheless, the Home Secretary, Lord Sidmouth, on 
27 August conveyed to the magistrates the thanks of the Prince Regent for their 
action in the "preservation of the public peace." That public exoneration was met 
with fierce anger and criticism. During a debate at Hopkins Street, Robert 
Wedderburn declared "The Prince is a Fool with his Wonderful letters of thanks ... 
What is the Prince Regent or King to us, we want no King — he is no use to us." In an 


open letter, one Richard Carlile said: 


“Unless the Prince calls his ministers to account and relieves his people, he would 
surely be deposed and make them all REPUBLICANS, despite all adherence to 


ancient and established institutions.” 


For a Few months Following Peterloo it seemed to the authorities that the country 
was heading towards an armed rebellion. Encouraging them in that belief were 
two abortive uprisings, in Huddersfield and Burnley, the Yorkshire West Riding 
Revolt, during the autumn of 1820, and the discovery and foiling of the Cato Street 
conspiracy to blow up the cabinet that winter. By the end of the year, the 
government had introduced legislation, later known as the Six Acts, to suppress 
radical meetings and publications, and by the end of 1820 every significant 
working-class radical reformer was in jail; civil liberties had declined to an even 
lower level than they were before Peterloo. Historian Robert Reid has written that 


"it is not Fanciful to compare the restricted Freedoms of the British worker in the 
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post-Peterloo period in the early nineteenth century with those of the black South 


African in the post-Sharpeville period of the late twentieth century. 


THE CHARTISTS 


Chartism was a [mostly peaceful and legal] working-class male suffrage movement 
for political reform in Britain that existed from 1838 to 1857. It took its name From 
the People's Charter of 1838 [see below] and was a national protest movement, 
with particular strongholds of support in Northern England, the East Midlands, the 
Staffordshire Potteries, the Black Country, and the South Wales Valleys. Support 
for the movement was at its highest in 1839, 1842, and 1848, when petitions 
signed by millions of working people were presented to the House of Commons 
but were rejected out of hand. The main strategy Chartists employed was to use 
the scale of support which these petitions and the accompanying mass meetings 
demonstrated to put pressure on politicians to concede adult male suffrage [i.e. 
the right to vote which most were denied]. Chartism thus relied on constitutional 
methods to secure its aims, though some became involved in insurrectionary 


activities, notably in South Wales and in Yorkshire. 


After the passing of the 1832 Reform Act [this Act abolished tiny districts, gave 
representation to cities, gave the vote to small landowners, tenant Farmers, and 
shopkeepers and to householders who paid a yearly rental of £10 or more and 
some lodgers. Only qualifying men were able to vote; the Act introduced the First 
explicit statutory bar to women voting, by defining a voter as a male person], 


which failed to extend the vote beyond those owning property, the political 
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leaders of the working class made speeches claiming that there had been a great 
act of betrayal of the continuing fight For representation in the political system in 
the years after Peterloo. This sense that the working class had been betrayed by 
the middle class was strengthened by the actions of the Whig governments of the 
1830s. Notably, the hated new Poor Law Amendment was passed in 1834, 
depriving working people of outdoor relief and driving the poor into workhouses 
where families were separated. It was the massive wave of opposition to this 
measure in the north of England in the late 1830s that gave Chartism the numbers 
that made it a mass movement, on some occasions attracting hundreds of 
thousands to demonstrations and petitions in the low millions. It seemed that only 
securing the vote For working men would change things, and indeed Dorothy 
Thompson, the pre-eminent historian of Chartism, defines the movement as the 
time when "thousands of working people considered that their problems could be 
solved by the political organization of the country.” In 1836 the London Working 
Men's Association was founded by William Lovett and Henry Hetherington, 
providing a platform for Chartists in the south east. The origins of Chartism in 
Wales can be traced to the Foundation in the autumn of 1836 of Carmarthen 
Working Men's Association amongst a number of such associations Formed at this 


time. 


Both nationally and locally a Chartist press also thrived in the form of periodicals 
which were important to the movement for their news, editorials, poetry and 
[especially in 1848, a revolutionary year across Western Europe generally] reports 
on international developments. They reached a huge audience for the time. 


Another example of Chartist publishing was The Poor Man's Guardian in the 1830s, 
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edited by Henry Hetherington, which dealt with questions of class solidarity, 
manhood suffrage, property, and temperance, and condemned the Reform Act of 
1832. This paper also explored the rhetoric of violence versus non-violence, or 
what its writers called moral versus physical force [and anarchists later in the same 
century would call the “propaganda of the deed” ]. It was succeeded as the voice of 
radicalism by an even more Famous paper: the Northern Star and Leeds General 
Advertiser. The Star was published between 1837 and 1852, and in 1839 was the 
best-selling provincial newspaper in Britain with a circulation of 50,000. Like other 
Chartist papers, it was often read aloud in coffee houses, workplaces and the open 
air. Other Chartist periodicals included the Northern Liberator [1837-40], English 
Chartist Circular [1841-3], and the Midland Counties’ Illuminator [1841]. These 
papers gave justifications for the demands of the People's Charter, accounts of 
local meetings, commentaries on education and temperance and a great deal of 
poetry. They also advertised upcoming meetings, typically organised by local 
grassroots branches, held either in public houses or their halls. Research of the 
distribution of Chartist meetings in London that were advertised in the Northern 
Star shows that the movement was not uniformly spread across the metropolis but 
clustered in the West End, where a group of Chartist tailors had shops, as well as in 
Shoreditch in the east, and relied heavily on pubs that also supported local friendly 
societies. Readers also Found denunciations of imperialism — the First Opium War 
[1839-42] was condemned — and of the arguments of free traders about the 


civilizing and pacifying influences of Free trade. 


Chartism itself was based on a document called The People’s Charter, drawn up by 


six MPs and six working men who had together formed a committee, and it 
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contained the Following six stipulations for reform: 


1. A vote for every man twenty-one years of age, of sound mind, and not 
undergoing punishment for a crime. 

2. Asecret ballot to protect the elector in the exercise of his vote. 

3. No property qualification for Members of Parliament to allow the constituencies 
to return the man of their choice. 

4. Payment of Members, enabling tradesmen, working men, or other persons of 
modest means to leave or interrupt their livelihood to attend to the interests of 
the nation. 

5. Equal constituencies, securing the same amount of representation For the same 
number of electors, instead of allowing less populous constituencies to have as 
much or more weight than larger ones. 

6. Annual Parliamentary elections, thus presenting the most effectual check to 
bribery and intimidation, since no purse could buy a constituency under a system of 


universal manhood suffrage in every twelve months. 


It will be seen that, in subsequent years and due to numerous later subsequent 
reforms, all but the last of these stipulations is now the case in the British electoral 
system. [The last would also be handy too given the modern propensity to political 
corruption.] However, the direct legacy of Chartism was small, resulting in no 
direct reforms of itself and the election of but a single MP, the egotistical and 
eccentric Irishman Feargus O'Connor who stood, and was subsequently elected, in 
Nottingham. With O'Connor elected an MP and Europe swept by revolution, it was 


hardly surprising that Chartism re-emerged as a powerful force in 1848, perhaps 
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the year of its highest importance. On 10 April 1848, a new Chartist Convention 
organised a mass meeting on Kennington Common, which would form a procession 
to present its third and final petition to Parliament. The estimate of the number of 
attendees varies by source; O'Connor said 300,000, the government 15,000, The 
Observer 50,000. Historians say 150,000. The authorities were well aware that the 
Chartists had no intention of staging an uprising, being a largely peaceful and 
constitutional movement, but were still intent on a large-scale display of force to 
counter the challenge. 100,000 special constables were recruited to bolster the 
police force which had, by this time, been brought into existence. In any case, the 
meeting was peaceful. The military had threatened to intervene if working people 
made any attempt to cross the Thames, and the petition was delivered to 
Parliament by a small group of Chartist leaders. The Chartists declared that their 
petition was signed by 6 million people but House of Commons clerks announced 
that it was 1.9 million although, in truth, the clerks could not have done their work 
in the time allocated to them. Nevertheless, their figure was widely reported, 
along with some of the pseudonyms appended to the petition such as "Punch" and 
"Sibthorp" [an ultra-Tory MP], and Chartism's credibility was somewhat 


undermined. 


After the defeat of April 1848, there was an increase rather than a decline in 
Chartist activity. In Bingley, Yorkshire, a group of "physical force" Chartists led by 
Isaac Ickeringill were involved in a huge fracas at the local magistrates’ court and 
later were prosecuted for rescuing two of their compatriots From the police. The 
high point of the Chartist threat to the establishment in 1848 came not on 10 April 


but in June, when there was widespread drilling and arming in the West Riding and 
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the devising of plots in London. The banning of public meetings, and new 
legislation on sedition and treason [rushed through Parliament immediately after 
10 April and an example of the regular parliamentary response to popular 
gatherings and movements in the 19th century], drove a significant number of 
Chartists [including the black Londoner William Cuffay] to plan insurrection. Cuffay 


was subsequently captured and transported, dying in Australia. 


In later years Feargus O'Connor's egotism and vanity, besides his noted assertive, 
confrontational style of politics, have been identified as causes in the failure of 
Chartism, of which he was a major spokesman. At least, this was a common theme 
in histories of the movement until the 1970s. But since the 1980s, historians 
[notably Dorothy Thompson] have instead emphasised O'Connor's indispensable 
contribution to Chartism. Further, Thompson argues that the causes of the 
movement's decline are too complex to be blamed on one man. The final National 
Convention of Chartists — attended by only a handful — was held in 1858 by which 
time O’Connor had died, having Fallen into ill health and increasingly outrageous 
behaviour which included striking Fellow MPs. Nevertheless, throughout the 1850s, 
there remained pockets of strong support for the Chartist cause in places such as 
the Black Country but it was, overall, a force which Faded away only to be largely 
agreed with in subsequent electoral reforms throughout the rest of the 19th and 


into the early years of the 20th century. 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 


It is Fair to say that, although | had heard of some of the many movements and 
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political occurrences that | have discussed in this essay, most of them, particularly 
in detail, were simply things | had never been taught about, either in school or 
anywhere else [and | am educated to postgraduate degree level]. | find this both 
strange and frustrating For what could be more important to teach someone than 
the political and social history of their own place and of the people from which 
they have come? Of course, | wouldn’t personally restrict it to this and would hope 
for a greater and more expansive political and historical education of people in 
general, believing that this is necessary in order to contribute to making informed 
and responsible political citizens for today’s world. But having done just a little 
reading in order to write this essay, it seems to me as if some scales have fallen 


From my eyes in some respects. 


First of all, of course, we see how England, and latterly the UK as it has come to be, 
that is ruled in large part from England, has almost always been a place of a ruling 
elite and special interests vying for influence [such as the barons who, centuries 
ago, insisted on representation in the early Forms of parliament]. The “common 
man” or the working class, to put it in class terms, had, until very recently, been 
locked out of the processes of government almost entirely. This was the preserve 
of the wealthy landowner [necessarily co-equal with the powerful] and the rest had 
to take the government they got, both national and local, as a result of the 
implications of manorialism and local justice issued through magistrates and 
Justices of the Peace. We see in the examples | have discussed above two major 
causes of trouble, economic difficulties and lack of representative rights. In both 
cases we see that physical action has been occasioned, and been necessary, in 


order to move things any Further Forward to the benefit of common or working 
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people at large - although not always with success. In all of the cases given where 
there was any scent of popular revolt the ruling classes attempted to dismiss the 
claims made out of hand and responded with force or the threat of force, 
mobilising military forces and instructing the agents of the court to arrest and 
sentence any as could be identified, a clear intimidatory tactic. England, then, and 
for several hundred years, has not been a land acting as one but a land of classes 
and class antagonism, a land which enshrines privilege For some but fights tooth 


and nail to deny it to others. In many respects, this continues to this day. 


And it is with today that this book as a whole [and so this essay] has to do for one 
only writes an essay From the perspective of the present about the past in order to 
see what one learns From that past in the context of the present. This, indeed, 
helps inform those doing so where their present has come from. In the light of 
even this brief scratch over the surface of several hundred years it is now much 
more difficult to imagine England as a place of social equality when a cursory 
glance at past history tells you this is a place it has never been and, moreover, a 
place the ruling classes have utilised force many times over to try and stop it 
becoming. The Focus on land, wealth and privilege For the Few at the expense of 
the many, particularly, informs the reader that such attitudes are baked into the 
ruling classes over centuries and are not just recently developed phenomena. One 
is equally informed that if the working classes want anything from the ruling 
classes - such as food enough to eat or money to purchase it, or even rights to 
determine how they are governed and who by, then they may, at the very least, 
need to take to the streets and organise physical demonstrations in order to do so. 


In no case that | can think of, and certainly in none of the developments listed here, 
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were any rights [or wealth] granted to anyone simply on the basis that those in 
power thought it was the right thing to do - and so they did so on their own 
recognisance. This, indeed, is a naive idea not worthy of even its very expression. In 
that case, the history of English government, and of the rights of the people at 
large, is a lesson that people only achieve that which they are prepared to 
physically agitate For. IF that is the lesson to be learnt From all | have said in this 


essay then it is lesson enough. 


PROSPECTS FOR ANARCHISM? 


Allow me to present two statements to you: 


WHAT ANARCHISM IS NOT: 
The government somehow gives its power away and anarchists take over doing the 


same job. 


WHAT ANARCHISM IS: 
You, and like-minded collaborators, building alternatives to the current 


arrangements where you are right now. 


These statements, | think, put anarchism into stark relief. There is a tendency 
among some who think about anarchism to “go big” - they imagine the 
autonomous zone or the “anarchist state” and they think that is the ideal and all 
else is not really anarchism. But, this, | think, reveals a weakness in their thinking. 


Or maybe even several weaknesses. For a start, anarchism is not simply the 
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government but with a set of anarchist values instead of the capitalist ones [or the 
socialist ones] that governments have these days. Anarchism is a belief in NO 
government at all and so an anarchist situation could not be “now but with a 
government who have anarchist values”. The primary anarchist value is no 
government not an anarchist government. So it is important to get into our heads 


around what anarchism is not - it is not “anarchist government”. 


But it is equally important to understand what anarchism is. What anarchism is is 
you and like-minded people building an alternative to the world as it is now 
composed and practicing it until such point as it replaces what was there before. 
There is really no other way to be an anarchist EXCEPT to practice your anarchism 
in any and every way you can. With others. That’s what anarchism is. It is beginning 
to practice anarchism and carrying on doing it. You might not know where this will 
take you and it almost certainly won’t lead to any anarchist utopia [although | 
would argue anarchists don’t actually believe in utopias; they believe in changing 
reality in an anarchist way] but that doesn’t matter because anarchists should 
know very well that success is not guaranteed - especially when all the forces of 
the status quo will be ranged against you. So what it is about is the tiny acts of 
resistance, the small but important changes, the cooperations engaged in, the 
mutuality practiced, the aid given to others without thought of return. That’s what 
counts, this expression of human solidarity in the Face of all the oppression, 


coercion and exploitation. 


A question often asked of anarchists and, for all | Know, one anarchists lie on their 


beds at night thinking about, is “How can we get to an anarchist situation From 
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here where we are right now?” Now it seems clear that if you wanted to go big and 
change the whole world in one Fell swoop you would have to do a lot of, to many, 
undesirable things. You’d need to knock out all the banks for a start because a 
world full of debts is a world Full of oppressive and coercive relationships. You’d 
probably need to bring down the world’s power grids too because we don’t want 
any computers working with all their oppressive capabilities. We would need to do 
things which rolled back an authoritarian state which relied on technology to make 
its control of people ever more precise and effective. And then we’d need lots of 
bodies on the ground to deter any people, of which there would be many, who just 


wanted the capitalist matrix to continue. 


Clearly this would be a mammoth task in itself well beyond the possibility of any 
single anarchist person or any modest anarchist community who probably just 
want to live by themselves undisturbed in peaceful and equal coexistence with 
each other anyway. Anarchists, it may surprise you, don’t, in the main, want to be 
Fighting and destroying and using violence. They just want to be left alone to live 
their own private lives free From interference and without the various apparatuses 
of control butting their noses in and claiming fictional rights they do not have 
based on their own use of force and/or violence. In the history of civilisation it is 
not the anarchists who have been the violent ones but the states, the ones who 
have said they believed in government and law and order and sometimes even in 
democracy. It is these people who form police Forces and build prisons and enforce 
corporate wishes over the lives of flesh and blood people, not the anarchists. 
Anarchists act because other people make peaceful compromise impossible not 


because they have a desire to cause trouble and mayhem. 
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But trouble and mayhem is sometimes what it takes - as my historical essay above 
demonstrated well. You can sit on your hands if you want to but that will not bring 
you peace or quiet either when others come making their demands - as they always 
will. IF history teaches us anything, it is that life is a proactive game where, if you 
want any rights and any peace at all, you have to take the initiative yourself and 
create and maintain the world as you want it to be. You can also not do that but 
then there will always plenty of power-hungry others willing to take charge of that 
which you refuse to. So the anarchist should know that the only way to an 
anarchist world is by practicing their anarchist values and acting physically [but not 
necessarily violently] in support of them. Remember my definition of what 
anarchism is. It is an action, the action of you and others, creating alternatives to 
how now is currently organised. Some call this creating dual power but it is the 
same thing; it is organising yourselves and the world you inhabit in more 
egalitarian, more mutually beneficial, ways that disarm coercive and oppressive 
relationships, both between people and towards the natural world. This, as | say, 
doesn’t mean you can create utopia now but neither does it mean you can do 
nothing for that is almost certainly untrue. There is always something to be done 
once you start to think about it. And this comes to be my point for it seems to me 
that the world is changed by a billion tiny, by themselves insignificant, acts which, 
when put together, make something altogether more effective. So don’t feel 


powerless; there’s almost certainly something you can do. 


Now imagine if each anarchist started living out their anarchism 24/7 from now on. 


You do not have to regard it as your responsibility to turn the world from a 


capitalist one into an anarchist one overnight. You only have to be authentic to 
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yourself as the anarchist that you are throughout your own life. You have to allow 
your anarchism to make the decisions for you regarding how you live and the 
choices you make. You have to find anarchist alternatives to capitalist 
arrangements as they currently stand. And you have to be committed to that for if 
the anarchist can’t practice anarchism then why should they expect anyone else to? 
What that means in detail will be for you to work out For yourself as | do not know 
the details of everybody's lives. But, as an anarchist, | am also well aware that it is 
not my place to tell or instruct anybody else about that anyway. Yet | do remain 
convinced that the success or failure of anarchism is a matter of it being practiced 
or not. Where it remains talk or ideas or a shared set of beliefs or an identity it is 
largely pointless and totally ineffective. The effectiveness of anarchism, as of any 
politics, is in the doing and only in the doing. That’s why my definition insists that 
anarchism is in the building of alternatives to the world we live in today. What else 
could it be? Anarchism is an action and only an action. If anarchists are not finding 
alternatives to capitalism, working to help people fight against the evils of 
landlords, property ownership, exploitative bosses, etc., then they might as well 
not be anarchists at all. The worth of anarchism is in its practice and only in its 
practice and its success, as far as | can imagine, will only come when people see 
how its practice actually changes the world for better and offers them hope of 
something different as opposed to the bitter, violent and oppressive world we 


have created for ourselves today. 


So do something; do anything. But do something. Perhaps it starts by talking to a 


like-minded friend and then you think of something you can do together. After all, 


it is up to us. 
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FOOD FOR ANARCHIST THOUGHT 


“We do not need to worry about creating “artificial intelligence” for the Fact is that 
most of our “intelligence” is already quite artificial enough and, what's worse, is 
dedicated to creating artificial lives in artificial worlds by means of artificial 
“knowledge” and various social Fictions which leave us quite divorced from the 
animal beings that we are and the nature which keeps us grounded in the most 
literal sense of that term. It is, in Fact, like we are almost embarrassed and 
ashamed to be the thing we are - temporary, flawed, impermanent, biology - and 
so, in the hubris of our species, we have determined to wipe it, and any memory of 
it, out in the hope that one day some technological machine we have created will 
be able to feel superior to us. But the whole universe is going to die slowly over 
trillions and trillions of years and the time of life as a whole, as a concept, as we 
experience it, will hardly be a heartbeat in that vast epoch of existence. | don’t 
understand why we couldn’t just have been happy to be us for the short while we 


were allocated by powers far above us and left it at that.” - Christy Brinks 


“Society everywhere is now driven by the treadmill of work and consumption.” - 


John Zerzan 


“The difficulty Facing anarchists is to persuade others to give up the devil they 


know For one that is almost unimaginable.” - Ruth Kinna 


“Aggression is simply another name for government. Aggression, invasion, 


government, are interconvertible terms. The essence of government is control, or 
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the attempt to control. He who attempts to control another is a governor, an 
aggressor, an invader; and the nature of such invasion is not changed, whether it is 
made by one man upon another man, after the manner of the ordinary criminal, or 
by one man upon all other men, after the manner of an absolute monarch, or by all 
other men upon one man, after the manner of a modern democracy. On the other 
hand, he who resists another's attempt to control is not an aggressor, an invader, a 
governor, but simply a defender, a protector; and the nature of such resistance is 
not changed whether it be offered by one man to another man, as when one repels 
a criminal’s onslaught, or by one man to all other men, as when one declines to 
obey an oppressive law, or by all men to one man, as when a subject people rises 
against a despot, or as when the members of a community voluntarily unite to 
restrain a criminal. This distinction between invasion and resistance, between 
government and defence, is vital. Without it there can be no valid philosophy of 


politics.” - Benjamin Tucker 


“Every time you treat another human with consideration and respect, you are 
being an anarchist. Every time you work out your differences with others by 
coming to reasonable compromise, listening to what everyone has to say rather 
than letting one person decide for everyone else, you are being an anarchist. Every 
time you have the opportunity to force someone to do something, but decide to 
appeal to their sense of reason or justice instead, you are being an anarchist. The 
same goes for every time you share something with a friend, or decide who is 
going to do the dishes, or do anything at all with an eye to fairness.” - David 


Graeber 
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“My mind is appalled at the thought of a political party having control of all the 
details that go to make up the sum total of our lives. Think of it For an instant, that 
the party in power shall have all authority to dictate the kind of books that shall be 
used in our schools and universities, government officials editing, printing, and 
circulating our literature, histories, magazines and press, to say nothing of the 
thousand and one activities of life that a people engage in, in a civilized society. To 
my mind, the struggle for liberty is too great and the few steps we have gained 
have been won at too great a sacrifice, for the great mass of the people of this 
20th century to consent to turn over to any political party the management of our 
social and industrial affairs. For all who are at all familiar with history know that 
men will abuse power when they possess it, for these and other reasons, I, after 
careful study, and not through sentiment, turned from a sincere, earnest, political 
Socialist to the non-political phase of Socialism, Anarchism, because in its 
philosophy | believe | can Find the proper conditions For the Fullest development of 
the individual units in society, which can never be the case under government 


restrictions.” - Lucy Parsons 


“What is crimethink? Today, everything that can’t be bought, sold, or faked is 


crimethink.” - Crimethinc, Days of War, Nights of Love 


“The inhabitant of Naples is as concerned in the improvement to the living 
conditions of the people inhabiting the banks of the Ganges from whence cholera 
comes to him, as he is in the drainage of the Fondaci of his own city. The well being, 
the freedom and the future of a highlander lost among the gorges of the 


Apennines, are dependent not only on the conditions of prosperity or of poverty of 
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the inhabitants of his village and on the general condition of the Italian people, but 
also on workers’ conditions in America or Australia, on the discovery made by a 
Swedish scientist, on the state of mind and material conditions of the Chinese, on 
there being war or peace in Africa; in other words on all the circumstances large 
and small which anywhere in the world are acting on a human being.” - Errico 


Malatesta 


“Each day, in a whole range of tones, the bourgeois press praises the value and the 
importance of our political liberties, of the "political rights of the citizen”: universal 
suffrage, Free elections, Freedom of the press and of meeting, etc. "Since you have 
these freedoms,” they say to us, "what is the point of rebelling? Don’t the liberties 
you already possess assure the possibilities of all the reforms that may be 


necessary, without your needing to resort to the gun?” - Piotr Kropotkin 


“Anarchism is a theory of leaderless organisation, believing that if human beings 
can work together without leaders then they will abolish pretty much all of the 
destructive things that raising some people up above others in human history has 


brought.” - Based on something said by Colin Ward 


“The Force of the lesson of the Commune is that people cannot be made free who 
have not conceived freedom; yet through such examples they may learn to 
conceive it. It cannot be bestowed as a gift; it must be taken by those who want it. 
Let us hope that those who would have given it, bought that much by their 
sacrifice, that they touched the unseeing eyes of the somnambulist proletariat 


with a light which has made them dream, at least, of waking.” - Voltairine de Cleyre 


1374 


writing about the Paris Commune 


1375 


ANARCHY AND ANARCHISMS 


CONTENTS 


[1377] WHY DOES THIS BOOK EXIST? 


[1379] THE BOOK OF ZHUANGZI, THE WAY, AND VIRTUE 


[1390] THE BOOK OF LAOZI, THE BOOK OF THE WAY AND ITS VIRTUE 


[1401] JESUS AS PURVEYOR OF ETHICAL ANARCHIST PRACTICE 


[1420] THE NIETZSCHEAN ANARCHIST, THE NIETZSCHEAN ANARCHY 


[1438] ZENARCHY 


[1462] ANARCHOPRIMITIVISM: AN INTERACTION WITH JOHN ZERZAN 


[1482] ANARCHAFEMINISM: ANARCHISM INFORMED BY FEMINISM 


[1511] ANARCHY AND IDENTITY 


[1532] AN ANARCHISM OF SELF-ACTUALISATION 


1376 


WHY DOES THIS BOOK EXIST? 


Welcome to this book on various forms of anarchy and varying anarchisms. To 
begin, I'd like to say a Few words on why it exists. This book exists because now, 
after 4 other Full length, sometimes anthologising, books about anarchism entitled 
There is Nothing To Stick To - and several pamphlets besides, all of which you can 
find where you found this book - | still do not Feel that | have sufficiently got to the 
root of my own personal understanding of the case for anarchism as not only a 
necessity For the harmonious and equitable human society Free of exploitation and 
systems of domination but also as an outgrowth of human life itself, something 
one could do, or even something one even is, regardless of society and its politics - 
and so something that is more like a context for life itself as opposed to a choice 
people can make. It has always struck me that there is something existential, 
something natural, about anarchism [as might be seen From my previous writing on 
the subject] and | want to explore that a little more by looking at various 
anarchisms that people have actually claimed to practice to examine how they see 


anarchism and anarchy. 


In this context, it should be no surprise that the understanding of anarchism | came 
to in the 4 volumes of There is Nothing To Stick To, previous books | have written 
on anarchisms and which | just referred to, was at least political. In those books, 
however, whilst being based in the practical living of people as social and political 
beings, as all anarchism is, you will see if you read them that they also came from a 
place that was unabashedly spiritual and philosophical. This was not an intellectual 


conclusion | reached but the way these books naturally developed in my writerly 
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hands. Nevertheless, in this book | want to stick with those three contexts for 
anarchism - the political, the spiritual and the philosophical - and push them 
Further, extrapolating them from the human individual in an argument which stems 
From the belief that anarchism, at least in a necessary part, comes from within. This 
is to suggest that at least one way to see anarchism is as a virtue, an ethical spirit, a 
character, a matter of personality which then motivates consequential actions. 
This, of course, might then be something which could be educated, encouraged, 
trained [and in many of my selections below it actively is]. Ultimately, this is to 
argue, as | have done before, that without anarchistic people [people of anarchist 
virtue] you cannot have anarchistic communities and so no anarchistic human 


societies [communities and societies of anarchist virtue]. 


For the purposes of prosecuting this agenda | intend not only to discuss famed 
anarchists of the last 200 years [one must always be wary of simply regurgitating a 
canon or a standard narrative, something which is a most unanarchistic thing to do] 
but also ancient texts about Daoists, about Zen Buddhists and about Jesus of 
Nazareth [which | regard as three historical well springs of anarchistic practice] - as 
well as other philosophical, political and spiritual sources - in order to present a 
case for anarchism - whole and entire - which implicates the virtuous human being 
in the creation of practical human anarchism. It is my suggestion in doing this that 
there is no anarchism of human community where there are not human individuals 
who carry the living spark of some Form of anarchism within them - and who light it 
to a flame, both individually and in concert with like-minded others. It is this living 
spark, | suggest, which is the only thing that can be then Fanned to the flame of a 


living, socially active anarchism whatever contingent Form this takes. 
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In this book, then, | intend to describe, as well as | can and through numerous at 
First perhaps seemingly disconnected anarchisms, what this spark within is, what it 
means, how it is, or isn’t, developed in these contexts, and what it hopefully gives 
birth to, in an argument for social anarchism as the Fruit of various anarchist beings 
with varying anarchist lives. This description will be set in our modern time and 
place, as it must be if it is in any way to make sense to us now but, if | am on the 
right track, then it will surely be the case that human beings throughout all ages 
have not really lived lives that were so different even if their answers to life's 
problems were diverse - for these contexts, problems and circumstances, although 
contextual to their own lives, basically always boil down to similar anarchist 
responses and the best way forward will contain both similarities of anarchist 
outlook as well as differences contextual to differing situations. Talk of a “way” is, 
in Fact, pertinent to this subject for | aim to start my book now by discussing two 


Daoist texts. | begin with the book of Zhuangzi. 


THE BOOK OF ZHUANGZI, THE WAY, AND VIRTUE 


Something even those not familiar with the Chinese philosophy of Daoism may 
know about it is that “Dao” basically means “way” or “path”. Daoism, then, put very 
simply, is the philosophy of the way. But the way of what? There are two very 
simple answers to that: the First is “nature” and the second is “everything” - when 
taken together and considered as a holism, something Daoism uniformly thinks we 
should do. So Daoism, simply considered, is regarded as the philosophy of “the way 
of nature” or “the way of the whole”. It will be worth bearing this in mind as we 


look in more detail at one of the Foundational texts of what, subsequently, became 
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known as Daoism - and became Daoism not least because texts like the Zhuangzi 


spoke of a Dao it was both wise and prudent to Follow. 


The First chapter of Zhuangzi [for simplicity’s sake | will not venture into whether 
Zhuangzi was a real person or not and in terms of understanding the text it really 
doesn’t matter at all] is called “Wandering Where You Will” and this is really quite 
appropriate to the book as a whole. For it is not a book that wants to tell you 
where to wander even whilst being a book that expects that you will wander. It is a 
book concerned with life, with the whole, with nature, with outcomes for all and 
not just for you yourself. It is a book which looks past the present moment but not 
one that does so in order to focus upon some manufactured past or some 
imagined Future. In quite a timeless way, it is a book which asks the reader to 
consider, to think and to Formulate themselves such that even time itself makes no 
impact upon them and they become such people as are Flexible and competent to 
deal with all possible circumstances. Why are they competent to deal with all 
circumstances? Because they do not give undue weight to the narratives that 
people give as supposed explanations for the circumstances people find 


themselves in. 


The Zhuangzi is not a book which wants to validate the way people see things. It is 
a book which sometimes wants to subvert them and, at other times, to simply 
ignore them. It is fair to say that here, in this book, how people see things is just 
how people see things. It is nothing more and it is certainly not “reality”. Often, the 
book will go into the consequences of these things, however, in an attempt to 


show where the foolishness of taking such narratives too seriously leads. The 
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Zhuangzi is a serious book concerned about practical subjects. It conceives of a 
difference between different approaches to life and differing consequences as a 
result of those approaches. So it is not that how people see things is unimportant, 
even if the book thinks these things deceptive or untrue, but that how people see 
things has consequences regardless of whether they are true or not. This book 
thinks that the outcome is the most important thing. It is a book of values and one 
of preferred consequences as well. Yet this book also has its own views about the 
whole, as widely conceived as possible, and about the harmony in change and 
diversity that constitutes it. It is in how it thinks each of us fits into that - how all 
things relate to each other and fit together into a whole - that shapes its 


philosophical views on each of our lives and their own consequences. 


Since | do not claim that there is one authentic reading of the text of the Zhuangzi - 
and since | make no claim to here be giving the singular worthwhile interpretation 
of it - | shall proceed by reading through the book from start to Finish, picking out 
sections that strike me as interesting and applicable to my topics of anarchism, 
self-actualisation and virtue as | go. Here it will sometimes be necessary to divert 
into other topics of the book as well to give vital context for these more restricted 
issues but that will be no bad thing. What | expect this approach to reveal is what | 
think of as an anarcho-Daoism, an anarchism at once both more philosophical and 
more spiritual than more common and more narrowly political modern conceptions 
of anarchism usually allow for. | am not embarrassed by this for | am myself 
convinced that if anarchism simply be conceived of as base human activity - in a 
way you can be sure that the Zhuangzi will criticise and speak against - then it is 


not fundamentally different From the exploitative, dominating, controlling base 
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human activity it opposes. One thing the Zhuangzi will suggest, as a proto-Daoist 
text well over 2,000 years old, and with which | whole-heartedly agree, is that life is 
more than partisanship. Indeed, partisanship is one of humanity's Fundamental 


errors. Hopefully, that will become clear in what Follows. 


The book begins with the notion of humility but also the recognition that 
everything has a use and not merely the things thought to be useful. But the 
“perfect”, “spiritual” or “holy” person has “no self”, “no merit” and “no fame” 
accordingly. We can take the former adjectives to be recommended as also with 
the anonymity of the latter descriptions. Such things might be thought to be 
useless but “that which is useless will never be disturbed” - suggesting that 
peaceful living can be achieved in more than one way. And if it is peace which one 
wants then one should not seek out the noise which an egotistical personality or 
Fame might invite. The Zhuangzi is very big on humility, not seeking fame and 
keeping oneself to oneself. It sees no benefit in seeking out notoriety For that 
defeats the purpose of living in peace. Such a person “rejects difference and 
confusion and ignores status and power”. For such a person “all life is one and 
united” and difference becomes a completeness and, indeed, completeness is in 


the differences. The whole is not complete without all the differences, differences 


which constitute the whole. 


Important here is what people do and don’t focus on. “Life and death” as well as 
“good and bad” are two of the things they don’t focus on. “The men of old”, a 
phrase sometimes used to refer to the imagined good sense of the past, “did not 


know that anything existed” and this is eulogised as “virtually perfect knowledge”. 
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It is only when people begin to make their own distinctions [that is, their own as 
opposed to distinctions the Dao makes - for the Dao makes no distinctions at all!] 
that things begin to go off the rails. The text wonders how we can know that we 
actually know what we say we know or don’t know what we say we don’t know and, 
in this, a gap is opened up between claiming to know and actually knowing, a 
Failing to be aware of and chastened by. The best example of this is Zhuangzi’s 
famous riddle regarding the dream he has that he is a butterfly Flitting around. But 
then he wakes up and wonders whether he was Zhuangzi dreaming he was a 
butterfly or is now a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuangzi. The text calls this “the 
transformation of things” in a way that seems to speak of malleability, 
impermanence and change. When we build platforms on some imagined solid 
identity or knowledge, then, we are deceiving ourselves and claiming too much. 
Thus, “| ignore my sense and follow my spirit” in a way that seems to laud instinct 


over epistemology. 


For the Zhuangzi, then, all life is inter-related and interconnected, a constant 
context of change and metamorphosis. This is not a matter of sides or partisanship 
For all is one, part of a greater whole it all constitutes, from which it came and to 
which it will return. In this, identity in any sense is just you blinking your eyes; blink 
them again and what was once one thing is now something else. So where is the 
sense in then being so committed to the notion that this is this and that something 
else is that? That is just to be a stick in the mud. Instead, we are told that the true 
person [where “true” means “genuine” or “authentic”] is someone who does not 
cling or grasp or want to possess [all qualities here associated with wanting to fix 


things and keep them the same in ways that simply are not true to the way of 
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nature] and a fundamental value of Daoism is set forth: non-attachment. In the 
Zhuangzi attachment, whether to ideas, wealth, fame, knowledge, identity or 
anything else, is always seen as a mistake that will have calamitous practical 
consequences. So non-attachment is not dogma, it is the argument that by being 
attached to things you will wreck peace and cause trouble in the world. The person 
acting in the manner of the virtue of the Dao has “no great plans” and is but a 
simple wanderer upon earth. This is how one lives peacefully. But when one 
becomes attached to things, then the Foundations of trouble are laid and nothing 


good can come of it. 


Thus, we have the idea From the Zhuangzi that we should “let things be what they 
are” and “have no personal views” for “this is how everything under heaven is 
ruled”. This is a practical expression of the non-attachment the book counsels. A 
Few pages after this the text further counsels not hankering for fame, making no 
plans, not “trying to do things” and refusing to “master knowledge”. In this, the 
text does not want us to be willfully stupid but it does want us not to give our 
observances significance. It wants us to “be empty” of such significances For giving 
things weight entails attaching ourselves to things, something the book has 
already highlighted as a danger. Its metaphor is that our intellects should be 
mirrors not sponges. We don’t soak up things we then baptise as significant things; 
instead, we simply reflect back the world of experience without according it any 
special merits in this way and that. Another way of saying this is that we refuse to 
make fictions which we then call our truth before finally making it the truth. It is 
surely not hard to see how this process is, indeed, the cause of many fights, 


arguments and even wars with very physical and material consequences. | did tell 
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you, | hope, that this book is practical and not merely theoretical. 


It will be observed, of course, by the reader who is paying attention, that this 
requires a change in human behaviour for it is normal, indeed, unreflectively, 
dangerously normal, that human beings egocentrically build up their own citadels 
of knowledge, fixed fictions of “truths” they come to identify themselves with, 
which they then set themselves to defend at all costs. This is not the way. The 
Zhuangzi teaches that the way of all things, and the virtue which it has, brings its 
own kind of righteousness [or justice] and so its own Form of benevolence. [It is 
nature, after all, which, all by itself, is able to feed and support all forms of life 
without ever attaching itself to anything in a form of peaceful harmony devoid of 
“truth” or “intention”.] It counsels, then, that we must allow our nature to be 
changed if we truly want peace instead of the war of intentions, purposes, truths 
and knowledge that we ourselves have propagated and sought to propagate. We 
must allow ourselves to be conformed to the way and its virtue exactly by means 
of “letting things be what they are” and “having no personal views” and all the 
other ways previously counselled. Peace begins, then, with us giving up our egos 
and stopping wanting things to be a certain way, our way. There is only one way, 
and that is the way of nature, the way of all things, in whatever form it takes all by 


itself. It is not our place to argue with, or seek to reconfigure, this. 


So the Zhuangzi speaks of this as “true nature”, a virtuous simplicity. The book, 
indeed, Finds non-egocentric simplicity to be the goal if we are to fit in with nature, 
with the Dao, as it actually is. “Give people nothing to exploit and simplicity will 


reign” is one way to put this and we can see in this anarchistic tendencies, 
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tendencies which run contrary to an exploitative capitalism that we today are only 
too well aware of. Daoism may not have been aware of something called capitalism 
at the time the Zhuangzi was written but its tenets are profoundly anti-capitalist in 
consequence and, as we have already seen, they utterly reject the hoarding, the 
exploitation and the Fixed human relations of domination that capitalism needs to 
thrive and survive. Instead, the Zhuangzi regards the virtue of the way of nature, 
something it does not deny is mystic in conception, as a simplicity which leads to 
peaceful life. It also sees this virtue as a direct replacement For government ["“if the 
world’s virtue is not despoiled then what need is there to govern the world?”] and 
this virtue is really the integrity of all things together as a whole when left alone to 
be what they are and how they are. Human knowledge, thinks the text, cannot 
replace this virtue For, in its willful, egocentric interest, it is directly opposed to it. 
Human knowledge, the text unambiguously claims, can only end up ruining 
everything. Human ingenuity is only, in the end, human obsession with itself as a 
problem solver that can outrun the way of all things. It is the greatest of self- 
deceptions. The answer, the book claims, is not grasping ever more tightly to our 
desires but having none at all and becoming moulded to the way of nature and its 
own virtue. It is “the one who has nothing [who] is the real companion of heaven 


and earth”. 


Thus, we come to another core teaching of Daoism: actionless action. Sometimes 
this is called “non-action” as well but its point is action without intention, without 
goal, without purpose. It is a not wanting to get somewhere and it is conceived, of 
course, on the model of nature itself which, when the actions that make it up take 


place, do not have goals in sight. [Think, also, of how evolution is “blind”.] This is 
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the virtue of the Dao, a not wanting to Fix things a certain way, a what happens 
having the consequences it will have yet without ever wanting to create certain 
consequences or circumstances in particular. It is a refusal to calculate as nature 
does not calculate. Nothing exists because nature wanted it to exist but only 
because nature, as it unreflectively takes place, made what exists possible. When, 
earlier, the text said “have no personal opinions” it means this now but in the Form 
of actions. This is living simply, allowing the way to go on its way, not trying to Fix 
the outcomes and so fall into enmity, disagreement and war that comes from the 
deliberation we call “government” and which relies on an imaginary control more 
often than not based in authority. We have no authority here and any control we 
pretend to have is pure imagination, a fiction of control. In contrast, the Zhuangzi 
speaks of a context for human life without name, shape or intention. Things 
happen because they can not because they are intended. Our first best existence is 
in harmonising with that way and its virtue, its integrity, which becomes our 
integrity. We should not try to create our own knowledge, our own truth, our own 
world. This is the only way to “benefit all life” in an understanding not only 
incredibly humanistic but also Fundamentally ecological for, given the context, this 
book is not merely about human beings but the entirety of existence itself. The 
Zhuangzi tells us that “At the great Origin there was nothing, nothing, no name” 
and that “Virtue” was the forms given to the existence that came from it, a 


Fundamentally actionless action. 


Thus, it should be no surprise that it is holding onto this way, something regarded 


as simple as opposed to complex, which is regarded as “complete virtue” in human 


terms. It is the letting go of all the self-centred thoughts of human ingenuity and 
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understanding that our species has so far built up as the basis of its own, self- 
deceptively perceived, “success”. This, in contrast, is how the Zhuangzi thinks of 


“the Virtuous ones”: 


The Virtuous one is still and without thought; 

When they move they are without design; 

They keep no tally of right and wrong, good or bad. 
Virtuous ones share their gains with all within the four seas 
And from this they derive pleasure. 

They share what they have and are content... 

Though blessed with great wealth and comforts, 

They have no idea where it comes from; 

They have more than enough to eat and drink, 

But have no idea where it comes From. 


This is the style of Virtuous ones. 


We see in this description some key things. There is the peacefulness of living, 
both in the external world and the inner world. There is the innocence of action 
devoid of intent or plan or grand design. There is the refusal to set up Fictions of 
the world by which accounting may take place. These virtuous ones refuse to 
calculate completely. They share everything and are pleased about it, something 
we may imagine encompasses what later anarchists will call both human solidarity 
and mutual aid but which, here, may be seen as a simple, non-calculating, willing 
naivety. They take no account of where things come From for they are not owners 


or possessors grasping For things to control but simply those who feed from 
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nature’s bounty. This is not a utopia deliberately created, then, but an innocent 
acceptance of life as the way of nature allows it - and a refusal to systematize, 
control or exploit this for selfish gain but a Fitting in with how things unreflectively 
happen with all that entails. Some, in our technological context, would now see 
this as a “primitivism” but we may choose, instead, to see it as an unegoistic 


simplicity with an integrity all of its own. 


So this is a mentality of the formless, the changing, the peaceful co-existence, the 
united, the one. It is a mentality of “knowing nothing” and “doing nothing” and of 
words as useful fictions that should never be taken too seriously and probably only 
pragmatically in any case. We are to be rolling stones that gather no moss and, in 
not seeking to control, we find that everything we need is available to us. That is 
everything we need and not everything we want for it is in wanting that the world 
is turned upside down. “Empty, still, calm, plain, quiet, silent, non-active, this is the 
centredness of Heaven and Earth and of the Dao and of Virtue.” It is when you 
want much, when you refuse simplicity and peace, when you want to control and 
exploit and dominate, that the world becomes a place of conflict and confusion, in 
which each human being’s will becomes a measure of right and wrong. It is in 
egotistical humans presuming to calculate, dominate and expropriate that the 
peace of the world is destroyed according to the Zhuangzi. It is in denominating 
that things are like this or that - and being prepared to Fight for such fictions - that 
trouble comes to the world. As remedy, the Zhuangzi proposes only ceasing to 
cherish any personal opinions, eschewing wealth or Fame, wanting to live in peace 
and balance with every other thing, being concerned with the needs of others as 


well as yourself, Forgetting “what is merely human”, and realising that, in all there 
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is, we are but the tiniest part of it. IF we live like this, if we make the existence of 
the way of the whole our virtue, then what need is there for government, 


exploitation or control? 


THE BOOK OF LAOZI, THE BOOK OF THE WAY AND ITS VIRTUE 


The book of Laozi, often better known as the Daodejing [which can be translated 
as “The Book of the Way and its Virtue”], is of a similar vintage to the Zhuangzi and 
is another of the few formative texts of what later others would term “Daoism”. 
Again, as with Zhuangzi, | do not intend to get hung up on if Laozi existed or not. 
Equally, as before, this is a basically irrelevant question in terms of the text. It is 
that we have the text and that its content has been thought worth preserving For 


over 2,000 years that matters. 


Yet even though the text is of similar vintage, and also stands out historically as 
one of the texts that would encapsulate ideas leading to something called 
“Daoism”, it is not straightforwardly the same as the Zhuangzi. In the Daodejing, 
for example, a text shorter than the Zhuangzi and formulated in quite compact 
“chapters” which often encompass very few verses, there are considerable 
portions of its text given over to statecraft or the concerns of rulers and ruling. 
This Fact, in itself, might seem to make the text less amenable to anarchists - who 
Find states and rulers illegitimate in themselves - and it must be plainly admitted 
that the attitude of the Daodejing is not one in which all rulers and states are ruled 
illegitimate tout court. This is often to be noticed as a difference between the 


Daodejing and the Zhuangzi for, whilst the latter certainly names several elite 
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personalities, it is not nearly so interested in commenting on statecraft or how to 
rule an empire - save to say that this should be in accordance with the Dao, of 
course. The Zhuangzi is a more voluminous text and often concerned to discourse 
about abstract matters through the discussion of everyday examples. The 
Daodejing, in contrast, may often divert into matters of state and empire for the 


purposes of drawing a conclusion for contemporary polity. 


Once again with this text | am not here intending in this essay to give any 
overarching exposition in regard to it. My interest is in what the text can say that is 
of value to one thinking about anarchism and how one conforms oneself to 
anarchy and to an anarchist state of mind and being. In this, the Daodejing, once 
more, has interesting things to say even if they are not the things we would expect 
from a politically anarchist perspective much closer to our own time and place. 
These are things compatible with the Zhuangzi but there is little point me 
regurgitating points already made in relation to that text. Instead, | will expand on 
them in reference to the Daodejing whilst remaining in their common Daoist 
context. Consequently, | shall not aim to exegete the whole book in my comments 
below but to cherry pick selected chapters for the creation of a broader view on 


the Daoist whole. 


| begin with chapter 80, the penultimate chapter of the book, which urges readers 
to “Reduce the size and population of the state.” It goes on to argue that people 
should persuade each other not to engage in war, or use the tools of war, or have 
interest in “distant places” [implicitly by means of conquest]. Even having the 


equipment of war, says the text, the people should have no occasion to make use 
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of it. Instead, the text counsels Finding pleasure in food and clothing and in being 
content with where they live and the life that they lead. It even suggests that 
though you may see the lives of other people across the border you carry on living 
your life without any interest in how others lead or order their own lives 
elsewhere. What is going on here, of course, is a philosophy of non-contention 
[such as we also read about in chapter 68] in which one finds all one needs in one’s 
own life, a life that is not based in conquest or acquisition or in ambitions to be 
great or to rule. And so peace, in this case, is a matter of self-control, of tempering 
your own ambitions and desires, of directing yourself towards a quiet life and nota 
warlike one. There is in chapter 80 a peaceful, communitarian localism at work that 
is not concerned with conquering and expansion but only with quiet co-existence 


and the impetus is on us to cultivate this. 


This thought also continues in chapter 76 which, using the metaphors of rivers and 
the sea, argues that it is that which takes the lower position which triumphs. 
Rivers, of course, go consistently downhill and the sea is, by very definition, at sea 
level and so below all the land. Yet it is the sea which moulds the shape of the land 
and the rivers which cut a thousand valleys. The Daodejing is very enamoured with 
the power of water and with the metaphor of its softness and apparent weakness 
which, though always yielding, always overcomes things much more solid and 
seemingly immovable. Primary here is chapter 8 of the text which describes water 
as “the highest good” because it benefits all life but never contends with it and it is 
the non-contention which the text sees as the Dao-like key to success. In the same 
way, as the Dao penetrates all - and this may be described as the principle of its 


operation - so water offers a visible metaphor of the same in the way it non- 
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contentiously provides whilst shaping its environment [so also in chapters 66 and 
61]. And without it, of course, any form of life we are aware of would cease to 


exist. 


This metaphor of non-contention leads to a belief in humility and that taking the 
lower place is the way to successfully endure. So, in chapter 71, it is best to think 
that one does not know rather than to believe and proclaim that one does. In 
chapter 61, in matters of statehood, it is the peaceful state which enhances its 
reputation with its neighbours and so prospers accordingly. In chapter 7, in an echo 
of Jesus in the gospels, it is the one who puts themselves last that comes First, the 
one “without thought of self” who is able to accomplish their private ends. It is this 
humble, non-contentious way that chapter 46 promotes by telling us that, “When 
the way prevails in the empire, Fleet-Footed horses are relegated to ploughing 
Fields; when the way does not prevail, war horses breed on the border.” It is a clear 
indication that in the Daodejing the way is a way of peaceful endurance whereas to 
leave the way is to recourse to enmity, partisanship and fighting. To this end, 
chapter 46 continues by telling us that, “There is no crime greater than having too 
many desires.” Thus, “in being content one will always have enough” and this is, 


once again, a matter of self-control and personal virtue. 


A key chapter of the Daodejing is chapter 67 and key to this chapter are the “three 
treasures” which are spoken to, these being compassion, frugality and humility. In 
each case it is being small that enables one to act greatly and in each case one is 
not to forsake one thing for another. For example, one should not forsake 


compassion for courage, frugality For expansion or humility for taking the lead. 
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This chapter sees “heaven” itself as acting with compassion and regards the 
entirety of the things under heaven that are protected and maintained as being 
due to this quality of compassion the book endows the whole with. We see this 
again in chapter 62 where “the way is a refuge for the myriad creatures” as well as 
being "that by which the good protects, and that by which the bad is protected.” 
[Note that the way is non-partisan by its nature. In gospel terms, we would 
describe it as Jesus described God in Luke 6:35 - as sending his rains on good and 
bad alike.] In this chapter the way is described as that way by which all succeed. In 
chapter 59 it is in Following the way by which a ruler accumulates an abundance of 


virtue. 


In chapter 51 it is the way itself which gives life and virtue rears all things, things 
which give each other shape and form. It is then said that all creatures come to 
naturally revere the way. Yet this is not because it has any authority over them or 
commands them but because this is the natural order of things. It is seen as the 
Function of the way to have this life-giving, preserving Function which is not 
presented as a form of control but as a virtuous benevolence. Yet it does this 
without any claim to possession, without any exacting of gratitude, without any 
expression of authority. This is then described as “mysterious virtue” in a spiritual 
conception of these things. It is this chapter 52 urges us to Follow when it speaks 
of “knowing the mother” [which is the mysterious way of all things], the thing we 
emerged from and which gave birth to us. In this, we should not be trying to 
understand the way but to live in harmony with it. We should be submissive rather 
than dominant and arrogant in regard to our imagined cognition and should give 


up pretending to make sense of things, an egotistical action that is more often 
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than not a prelude to the arrogance of control. Instead, we should simply “Follow 
the constant”. Once more, a knowing your place seems implied, an important 


message for a species that has often demonstrated it does not. 


That human beings are arrogant beings, consumed by their own pretensions to 
knowledge - and through such imagined knowledge to the power and control it is 
imagined to bring - is expressed in the opening to Daodejing 53: “Were | possessed 
of the least knowledge, | would, when walking on the great way, Fear only paths 
that lead astray. The great way is easy, yet people prefer by-paths.” This chapter 
then goes on to list political evils such as corrupt courts, Fields Full of weeds, empty 
granaries, and people dressed in fine clothes wearing swords and possessed of too 
much wealth. The chapter judges such things as “far From the way”, a way it has 
elsewhere eulogised as compassionate to all and humble in its nature. This 
eventually leads us to chapter 63 which reiterates the theme of actionless action 
from the Zhuangzi and tells readers not to meddle in things and to “do good to the 
one who has done you an injury”. It is by never attempting to be great that one 
becomes great following this mentality and this is echoed in chapter 47 which tells 
us that one does not have to travel the whole world to know the ways of heaven. 
One need only look out of one’s window and see the whole way of heaven in 
action. Indeed, chapter 47 suggests very strongly that the more you “know”, the 
less you actually know. What is recommended is actionless action and knowing 
without “knowing”. Our success is not based in our power and control but in our 


submission to the way of all things. 
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The Daodejing is nominally divided into two books, chapters 1-37 form book one 
and chapters 38-81 constitute book two. It is in book one where the text often 
seems more philosophical because, of course, there is a philosophy at work here, 
an understanding [or a refusal of “understanding”] of the world, an acceptance of a 
situation or a context in which human beings are implicated. There is no doubt that 
this is mysterious and equally no doubt that the mystery is deliberate For what is 
known is immediately controlled [or, viewed in an equally negative way, we are 
simply self-deceived]. Daoists such as Laozi and Zhuangzi, or whoever else wrote 
these two books | have discussed, do not imagine that control or relationships of 
domination and exploitation are good things and so their philosophy of the Dao 
runs according to such an observation and valuation. Thus, we should not think of 
the Dao as human rules or customs, neither is its virtue a matter of obedience. As 
chapter 38 reads, “A person of highest virtue does not keep to virtue and that is 
why they have virtue.” Such virtue as the Dao has and teaches is not a matter of 
Fixity but Flexibility, it is about metamorphosis and change and the benevolence of 
a situation in which what can happen will happen. As we read before, the Dao, and 
so its virtue, is not an authority demanding obedience but a situation to which we 
appropriately respond by harmonising with it with actionless action. Thus, the rule- 
bound person addicted to customs christened as “right and wrong” cannot follow 
such virtue and is bound to stray from the way. Such things are based in an 
imagined knowledge and knowing; they do not honour or respect the mysterious, 
unknowing Dao, a way, Furthermore, which is rooted in Nothing. The Daodejing 
sees something mysterious and profound in the interplay of Something and 
Nothing as in chapter 11 where it is the empty spaces between things that make 


for the use of the thing such as the hole in a vessel which makes a cup or the 
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spokes in a wheel or the space in a room. So that the Dao might also be nothing is 
no point against it in this conception of everything. This, in Fact, is similar to what 


the Zhuangzi called “the use of the useless”. 


This Follows through into what we might call our philosophical situation as far as 
the Daodejing is concerned. Chapter 37 tells us that “The way never acts yet 
nothing is left undone” before informing us that things will be changed “of their 
own accord” if only “lords and princes” hold fast to this. [Here is one occasion 
where the Daodejing does not deny that such people exist but, instead, suggests 
how even such as these may allow for our common, peaceful survival.] This chapter 
also mentions the image of the “uncarved block” which sinologist, D.C. Lau, 
suggests in the notes to his interpretation of the Daodejing signifies “the original 
state of Man before desire is produced in him by artificial means”. What's more, 
Lau also describes this as a “self-effacing” symbol. This is also plainly stated in 
chapter 37 where the “nameless” uncarved block “is but freedom From desire”. In 
the Daodejing both desire and egoism are stumbling blocks when what is required 
is to be as the uncarved block. Ceasing to desire and remaining still, “the empire 
will be at peace of its own accord”. As chapter 34 suggests, then, the way is what 
all life depends on yet it claims no authority, asks For no merits to be accorded to 
it, nor claims to be master of anything. It has no desires and is small yet, because it 
is small, it can be great. Because it does nothing, it can accomplish everything. This 


is the wisdom of the uncarved block as a Dao-like symbol. 


With this understanding, there are two chapters of the Daodejing which link 


human beings to the way. Chapter 25, for instance, says: “Human beings model 


1397 


themselves on earth, earth on heaven, heaven on the way, and the way on that 
which is naturally so.” Chapter 21, meanwhile, says: “In their every movement the 
one of great virtue follows the way and the way only.” The way is described in the 
same chapter as “indistinct and shadowy” yet it is also “genuine” and in this 
authenticity we find an innocence that is Far from the regular approach and 
behaviour of human beings which is, in contrast, knowing, egotistical and attached 
to ends, purposes and intentions. This way, we have learned, leads to inevitable 
trouble in such Daoist texts. The way, however, is “silent and void” [chapter 25] yet 
it is assumed to be everywhere active even though it is nothing. This is the mystery 
that, through nothing, everything can be achieved and that through acting without 
action a beneficial outcome can be realised. This, of course, is for most of us 
entirely counter-intuitive. But that does not mean it is wrong. It leads to a notion 
of anarchism which is not a grasping for pre-determined ends or a fighting against 
those with other, dominating ends in mind - both the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi 
would regard this as Foolish and, more importantly, doomed to fail - but an 
anarchism which evolves on its own if only we will stop trying to make things so. In 
talking of “that which is naturally so” the Daodejing here comes close to saying 
that the anarchy is already all around us; it is not something we need to make, it is 
something we need to allow to go on its way unhindered by our epistemologically- 


inspired attempts to force it into Forms we desire. 


Daodejing 20 gives us the image of someone who Follows the Dao in contrast to 
the “multitude” of people who are going about their customary business. They 
enjoy Festivals and Feasts and the regular business of organised social life whilst 


the follower of the Dao is “inactive” and “like a baby that has not yet learned to 
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smile, listless as though with no home to go back to.” In contrast to the others, this 
person seems to be in want; whereas others seem to know things, they are “blank”; 
where the others are alert, they are “drowsy”; the multitude have a purpose but 
they are “Foolish and uncouth... and value being fed by the mother”. “The mother”, 
of course, is the way and this chapter has been from the point of view of the 
multitude in the eyes of the follower of the Dao. Again, it is an image of someone 
calm, still, unknowing, receptive, Free of narratives to which they are bound. This 
chapter begins with the Famous “Is there a difference between yes and no?” For 
the multitude there is and their life is organised on this epistemological basis. But 
for the one being fed by the mother there is not for one needs the other and they 


are both part of the operation of the whole. Ceasing to cherish any opinions when 


fed by the mother, difference is not the point. 


This Follows on from chapter 19 in which we are told people do not need sages or 
the wise [i.e. people who “know”] and neither do we need things denominated 
“benevolence” or “rectitude” or “ingenuity” or “profit”. Without such things, so the 
text says, there would be no more “thieves and bandits”. The text takes the view 
that when we create these things we also create their problems. IF we had left 
things alone, such situations would never have arisen. Once more, the uncarved 
block is mentioned and having “little thought of self and as few desires as 
possible”. This is an anarchism which extends Far beyond the political realm and it 
is, not least, why | have always thought of anarchism as ultimately rooted in an 
anarchy which is not something we create, a political thing as the result of political 
action - and could not be. Daoism itself | see as a spiritual philosophy of anarchism 


which argues that anarchy is all there is - and we are in it. Anarchism then becomes 
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the “natural” and virtuous way to behave in such a situation, the way most 
appropriate to exist. Thus, it is also a kind of existentialism of this anarchy as well, 
that existentialism being the Dao. This is, Fundamentally, an anti-epistemological 
way, a way based not in knowing but in not knowing - but not in any anti- 
intellectual sense. Daoism, in the senses discussed here, at least, is a pragmatism, 
an action, a praxis, and not a body of knowing at all. It is in actionless action and in 
“not-knowing” that we gain the virtue of the way and exist as truly and Fully 


anarchistic beings. 


This is why, in chapter 16, the writer does their “utmost to attain emptiness” and 
“hold[s] Firmly to stillness”. This is why the Dao is referred to as a “constant”. It is 
“knowledge of the constant” which “is known as discernment”. We should think of 
this more as experience or practice than as a body of knowledge, Facts, 
propositions or narratives, of course. Daoism and anarchism both share a common 
life as practice rather than theories or a body of thought. Both exist only in being 
done rather than being discussed. It is one’s actions which count. And, returning to 
the root, it is not as if the Dao can be grasped in human language, and so any 
possible human thought, anyway. As the Daodejing begins: “The way that can be 
spoken of is not the constant way; The name that can be named is not the constant 
name.” In this it is made exceedingly clear that this is a mystery not to be grasped, 
labelled and classified by Forever calculating human minds. The Dao escapes our 
control, it is the uncontrollable beyond calculation that is the context for us rather 
than us for it. It is that which dares us to let go of control by means of calculation 
and of domination and exploitation in our own living in order to receive the all- 


encompassing and compassionate bounty which it nevertheless provides. Daoism, 
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as put forward by Laozi and Zhuangzi, at least, tells us in the end that the world is 
not for controlling but for letting go of control. It is not something to master but 
something to participate in free of ego and without requirement to be master of it. 
Nothing here is about authority and everything is about a relationship free of 
denomination. It is this, | believe, which makes it anarchistic in its nature and in its 


manner of operation. 


JESUS AS PURVEYOR OF ETHICAL ANARCHIST PRACTICE 


IF | were to tell you that | knew of a person who had formed a small group of 
homeless, destitute wanderers who survived on the basis of mutual aid, who were 
wandering caregivers who tended to the sick and taught the abandonment of 
money in favour of the currency of human solidarity, would you describe such a 
group as “anarchist” in orientation? What if | told you that this small group was a 
rural phenomenon and that these people avoided cities, and the officialdom that 
such places regularly attract, setting up no place that could become a place of 
brokerage for what this group offered, and that they wandered around the area 
they lived in teaching people an attitude that undermined the local civil and 
religious authorities to the extent that, one day, their leader was summarily 
arrested and sentenced to death, apparently regarded by the civil power as a 


political enemy? 


This group, so | would certainly suggest, actually existed and they aren’t so 


unknown to you as you might First think as the person who formed this group is 


Jesus of Nazareth and the group of homeless, destitute wanderers were his 


1401 


earliest followers. OF course, in the 2,000 years since this Galilean Jew existed [for, 
unlike Christian believers, | certainly don’t think he exists anymore] many have 
gone on to tell amazing tales about this person. They have talked about “miracles” 
he did and invented a whole religious myth around, and about, him. A religion was 
even Founded in his name although, as someone who has done PhD study into the 
history of Jesus, it is a difficult game to try and make him sound remotely as 
christian as the Christians who later christianised him. In Fact, while these Followers 
eventually evolved into a literal hierarchical organisation, the very opposite of 
everything anarchism stands for, the truth about Jesus and his own teaching, and 
the practices of his First group of Followers, is rather different From, if not to say 
opposed to, this. In what follows, | hope to pull back the curtain a little on this 
Jesus and this community, a group of people no church will ever teach you about: 


Jesus the anarchist and his anarchist Friends. 


| want to make it clear, first of all, in what follows, however, that nothing | am 
going to say will be anything other than what is publicly available to see for 
yourself in the various ancient documents that discuss Jesus that have survived 
down to us in our own time and which any of us can read in books or online quite 
easily. My description of Jesus and what he was about is based on reading, with 
some historical sensitivity, exactly the same documents as most others would read 
to learn anything at all about Jesus. This, primarily, is the Four gospels of the New 
Testament but also with the addition of a Further gospel, Found in the desert in 
Egypt in 1945, and called the Gospel of Thomas. This is not a heterodox document, 
however, as about half of its contents are also in the Four gospels of the New 


Testament. No two gospels of any kind simply repeat what the other gospels say, 
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however, as we might expect of different books written in different places by 
different people. Yet it is in the historically appropriate reading of these texts that 
the man behind them, Jesus, and what he said and did, comes to light. It is then up 
to us to ask what sense we can make of this. But enough about the sources. In 
what senses, and with what evidence, might we describe Jesus and his community 
as “anarchist” and what, if anything, does their example have to teach anarchists 


today? About this | think there is actually quite a lot to say. 


To begin doing this we need to go back to the beginning - which is to say, the 
beginning of anarchism. When was this exactly? Perhaps we imagine it was 
sometime around 1840 when the Frenchman, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, the first 
person to habitually call himself an anarchist, wrote What is Property? and put 
some genuine anarchist ideas down on paper? Perhaps, instead, we think it was a 
few decades earlier when the Englishman, William Godwin, was writing in his 
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice [1793] that, “Government was intended to 
suppress injustice, but its effect has been to embody and perpetuate it”? | myself 


tend to the view that it was much earlier than this. Much, much earlier, in Fact. 


Due, of course, to its very nature, it is difficult to argue For the manifestation of 
anything called “anarchism” before the rise of something For it to react against, i.e. 
civilisation. Yet, that being said, it is important to note that for thousands of years 
human beings did, in Fact, live in anarchy whole and entire - this being without 
leaders, authorities or laws, political or religious - as a prehistoric being at a 
survival level of existence. This does not seem to have done the species any harm 


nor to have hindered its imagined progress since, without those millennia of 
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anarchy, we would not be here today. This, of course, was not anarchism as a 
considered belief system nor as an intellectual choice nor, indeed, as a reaction to 
hierarchical and dominating forms of government but, instead, as the simple 
unreflective practice of survival, a “going about your business” such as we can 
observe all living things do quite naturally by themselves anyway. Having life, 


things want to survive - in peace if possible. This anarchism is an instinct For life. 


Thus, when civilisation began to emerge and to develop it was in Greece and in 
China roughly 2,400 years ago that “anarchist” reactions to government and civil 
organisation of varying forms began to manifest themselves. In Greece this was 
evident in the rise of Cynics who, in the cause of virtue, despised and decried 
civilisation and civilising practices as dehumanising, taking us away from nature 
and replacing it with artificially invented human customs and dominating systems 
of government. Cynicism wasn’t, strictly speaking, an individualist creed - in truth, 
it wasn’t really a creed at all for it was, by its very nature, more about practice than 
theory - but Cynics were often disparate individuals rather than those who 
gathered together or lived communally. The same may be said for those who 
would become known as Daoists in China. Two of the formative texts of Daoism, 
the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi, which | discussed above, are, broadly speaking, 
“anti-polity” texts which espouse a kind of philosophical anarchy that undercuts 
notions of political rule or human custom in organising themselves or even their 
need to be organised by an authoritative other. When one proposes a Dao, or way, 
which governs all things and may easily be equated with the course of nature, one 
is not suggesting that one needs human organisation or civilisation to do the same 


job. Neither did these texts, which predate the Formal creation of something called 
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Daoism, institute a religion, in case one is imagining they did in fact create a kind of 
authority. In Fact, neither text was written as Daoist but they were later regarded 
by others as formative Daoist texts as views like those contained within them 


became a body of thought that was valued by others. 


In both of these streams of what | would regard as proto-anarchistic thought 
simplicity and the avoidance of both money and fame, as accoutrements of a 
corrupting civilisation, were espoused. Both were also, in some sense, survivalist in 
practice and intention. The famous 20th century sinologist, D.C. Lau, wrote in his 
preface to his translation of the Daodejing, for example, that the text was written 
by those trying to survive the warring states period in Chinese history. So it was 
about living prudently and simply without becoming entangled in the machinations 
of the world and its desire to build states and kingdoms, something which might 
not only require one to take sides but which also involves one in war, politics and 
trouble. Yet we might also rightly point out that both of these Forms of anarchism, 
the Cynic and the Daoist, are, in some sense, quite private and personal, or, better, 
forms of living simply. Both are about living virtuously and peacefully as an 
individual within nature yourself whether you do that with others or alone. They 
are not as, for example, 19th century, socialist-influenced, overtly political 
anarchism will be, about communal movements or laying out political principles or 
attitudes for an imagined anarchist way of living, disentangled From states and 
governments that presume to control many aspects of our lives. In distinction to 
such an approach, both early Cynics and early Daoists thought that a context For 
human existence already existed and, broadly speaking, this was nature, the 


natural world as it was in its manner of operation. Nothing else was necessary and 
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to live simply in harmony with this, accepting its movements and operations, was 


entirely enough. 


Not only is this, | believe, a useful background to an understanding of where 
anarchism springs From - an impulse to rebel against the domination that seems to 
come along with “civilisation” - but it is also useful when we come to try and 
understand Jesus historically - which is the primary way we should be trying to 
understand him. In describing Jesus as anarchist in practice, however, | have no 
intention of pretending that his wasn’t a spiritual type of anarchism or to deny that 
he believed in a God, the historic Jewish God preeminently presented in what Jews 
now refer to as the Tanakh and Christians as the “Old Testament”. In fact, 
historically speaking, it is absolutely necessary to recognise this for, without this 
matrix of understanding, we cannot make any historical sense of Jesus and why he 
started acting as he did. Jesus was, historically, a Galilean Jew and so he believed in 
the Jewish God and the immediate context of his historical life was the beliefs and 
practices of Jews in Galilee at the time he lived which, roughly speaking, is the first 
three decades of the Common Era. For some anarchists, of course, this will be a 
problem if their anarchism is based on a strict interpretation of “no gods, no 
masters”. But, for myself, | would caution a thoughtful reflection here. Would it be 
legitimate to discount any anarchist actions Jesus may take because he believed in 
something that we moderns don’t? Some Daoists entertained various alchemic 
beliefs. Diogenes, perhaps the most famous Cynic, whilst not paying any particular 
attention to the Greek pantheon of deities, didn’t seemingly waste much time 
trying to deny it either. Indeed, in one reminiscence of him, he claims wise men are 


Friends of the gods. A more modern social justice activist, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
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was also clearly motivated by spiritual, even religious, antecedents. Is this then to 
derail or make worthless any good he may have done as a result? Those who wish 
to have pure ideological antecedents may only be setting themselves up for 
disappointment. IF it bothers you that Jesus and his community clearly believed in 


a God then you risk missing out on what we can learn from them nevertheless. 


That Jesus did believe in a God is clearly articulated when we come to appraise the 
anarchist aspects of his activity - because he calls what he is doing “the reign of 
God” or “the kingdom of God”. But, and here is some food for thought, what kind 
of God did Jesus believe in - for this is hardly coincidental to his activities. What 
does “the reign of God” look like and so what can it tell us about how he conceives 
of this in its actualisation? If he believed in God as a boss, an authority, the person 
who was going to judge, condemn and punish you, a person you were under 
authority to obey, then we might have a problem for such dominating language 
and outlook tingles the anarchist’s spidey senses - and rightly so. But what do we 
actually Find when we read the texts about Jesus at more than the level of modern 
religious Fundamentalists who are more interested in their interpretations than 
Jesus’ historical meaning and intention because they are the authoritarians who 


want you to do as they tell you? 


We find that Jesus spoke of God intimately, as a father. We Find he thought of God 
as “merciful” and depicted him as passionately caring and as concerned with 
people and their well being. [This is something he got from the Tanakh where God 
is depicted as a being who has committed himself to a loving concern of the Jews 


and required ethical living according to principles which are meant to be indicative 
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of his character in return. One of these principles is “Love your neighbour as 
yourself” to which we will return shortly.] Other ways Jesus thinks of God in the 
material we have about him is as holy, separate from the rest of the world in moral 
character, as wise, thought of in practical rather than epistemological terms, as a 
source of power and strength, thought of in the sense of having an effective 
dynamism, and, last but not least, as righteous, in the sense of having a burning 
interest in justice and, not least, social justice. IF this be the God of Jesus, and | 
suggest its on the right path, then there are certainly things here for anarchists to 


get their teeth into even while remaining atheists themselves. 


So Jesus spoke about “the reign of God” and scholars who study Jesus historically, 
whatever their own personal backgrounds, believe this to be historically true 
almost unanimously. What did this reign look like if we attempt to scour the gospel 


texts for evidence? Here are a few pointers: 


1/ Jesus apparently became a destitute beggar on purpose and lived a wandering 
life of having nothing. As is also notable of Greek Cynics like Diogenes - who 
famously was said to have defaced Greek currency, making it worthless - Jesus 
praised poverty and having nothing. We see this in one of the “beatitudes” 
ascribed to him which reads, “Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of 
God!” The Greek word for “poor” there - ptochos - actually means a lot more than 
“poor” and it is used repeatedly by different gospel writers referring to those with 
whom Jesus is concerned. “Ptochos” more correctly means “destitute beggar”, not 
one who has little but one who has nothing. Jesus preaches a kingdom of those 


with nothing. 
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2/ Not only did Jesus apparently embrace deliberate beggary, he also made 
numerous statements against wealth and money - so much so, in fact, that it can 
only be indicative of him being opposed to wealth and money as a characteristic of 
his habitual praxis. There are several stories about him, or sayings ascribed to him, 
in which he requires those who will go with him to divest themselves of it and 
Jesus makes it a line in the sand that “you cannot serve God and wealth”. More 
radical even than this, however, is the stories he tells in which wealth is of no use 
whatsoever and either the reason for a person's downfall or a cause of their 
corruption. One saying, “IF you have money, do not lend it out at interest. Rather, 
give it to one From whom you will not get it back" seems to praise redistribution of 
wealth at the same time as it seems to lead to destitution itself. No surprise, then, 
that he is pictured in several gospels sending out “missionaries” who are told to 
carry no provisions with them whatsoever, including no money. IF they are going to 


survive it will be by other means. 


3/ One theme that academics and theologians talk about when they discuss the 
teaching of Jesus is the theme of reversal which permeates it. This is best 
exampled in his reported aphorism “the First will be last and the last will be First”. 
That certainly seems to chime with a reportedly destitute Figure who required 
disbursement of wealth to join his wandering community. But if Jesus imagines 
society turned on its head, its values reversed, how does he imagine his 
community, who have no money and are instructed to go about without provisions 
and not even a bag to carry things in, to survive? It seems that the gospels give us 
at least two ways. First of all, they relied on gifts that were given by those who 


supported what they were doing - but without expectation of anything in return. 


1409 


Second, they relied on local people where they travelled to take them in for the 
night and share a meal with them. In return, they would care for any sick they had. 
It is not too difficult to see that this is certainly the beginnings of a relationship of 


mutual aid. Those in sympathy with the community supported each other. 


4/ The idea of mutual aid is extended when we note that Jesus seems to have been 
consciously creating a community that did not operate along traditional lines of 
Family or co-workers. Often, in an agrarian, first century, Galilean context your 
family were those you worked with and anyone leaving the family was, 
consequently, harming their ability to make a living. But it seems that Jesus, at one 
point described as an unskilled worker with wood and stone, the kind of person 
who, in rural context, would have made ploughs or other implements for use in 
agrarian pursuits, did exactly this. Not only does he seem to have left his own 
Family but there are several gospel sayings to the effect that his activity broke up 
or disrupted the traditional Family unit and that, instead, a new “family” was being 
constituted in his activities, one based on his anarchism of the reign of God and 
one’s affinity with it. It is people who join his community and carry out a similar 
praxis that Jesus considers Family, a community of human solidarity that cuts 
across family and commercial ties and which, in Fact, could do no other in its very 


Formation. 


5/ Jesus’ relationship to the authorities of his day is a Further subject of note. In his 
time and place these were not merely civil and political [Galilee and, indeed, all of 
Palestine were at this time part of the Roman empire although the various 


Palestinian lands were parcelled out under the authority of various people From 
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the direct rule of Rome in Jerusalem and Judea to the proxy rule of Galilee by 
Antipas, the son of Herod, he of the killing all the new born babies Fame in the 
story told at the beginning of the Gospel of Matthew] but also religious. Jerusalem 
had the largest working temple in the world at the time of Jesus and all Jews were 
expected to pay a tax for its upkeep as well as pay Roman taxes. Not only was 
there a system of civil government, then, and that of conquerors over the 


conquered to boot, but a Jewish religious one as well. 


Jesus’ response to these authorities, or rather, his interaction with them as we 
have it reported, is interesting. Firstly, it never seems as if Jesus goes out of his 
way to seek these people out. He is presented in the gospels as a rural, wandering 
figure with his own agenda and interests. Yet he never goes into the two main 
cities of Galilee at that time, Sepphoris and Tiberias, as far as we know. He does go 
to Jerusalem [although we have no idea how many times] but his main location is 
the villages and hamlets of Galilee. One way of looking at this is that he sees 
himself as concerned with the mass of ordinary country Folk, workers on farms 
owned by rich people who lived in exactly such cities, in what was an entirely 
agrarian economy of harvesting the land [or the Sea of Galilee For Fish in a similar 
way] and selling the produce. Yet on the occasions when Jesus does come into 
contact with the authorities it is usually with religious gatekeepers such as the 
Pharisees, although other factions are mentioned as well such as the more 
aristocratic Sadducees and the sectarian Herodians who were loyal to Herod 


Antipas. 
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Whatever Jesus was doing, he is always presented in the gospels as antithetical to 
such sectarian interests that wanted to corral the populace under the authority of 
some body politic or other. He is never pictured as part of any of these groups and 
is often Found in critical dialogue with them in which he questions the very basis 
and Foundation of their arguments - and not least of all in their apparent love of 
rules and regulations as means of control. One example, one where he is handed a 
Roman denarius as he is being questioned as to if conquered Jews should pay 
taxes to their Roman conquerors - an obvious trap - he responds that one should 
“give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that 


nu 


are God's”. This was a politically astute answer. In first century Palestine several 
Jewish insurrectionists were put to death for rebelling and one of their habitual 
war cries was that people should not pay taxes to Rome. Had Jesus said the same 
he may have been dead a lot sooner. But he seems not to have been a man who 
went deliberately looking for insurrectionary trouble with the political authorities 
or the Jewish elites who kept cosy with them to protect their own place in Jewish 
society. He didn’t want to raise an army. He was more concerned with winning 
hearts and minds, as we might phrase it today. Jesus’ kind of anarchism was of a 
kind based on personal virtue [like Cynics and Daoists] that, in building a 
community, built a community of virtuous people in a way which disregarded who 
the world said was in charge. For, of course, the corollary of the answer Jesus had 
given to his interlocutors about the payment of taxes was that everything was 
God's and so, whatever Caesar may have demanded in his petty pretence to 
authority, the Fountain of everything that was God was a so much bigger context. 


Thus, in this one example, we can see how Jesus must have relativised human 


authorities whole and entire in this more “cosmic” or holistic context. 
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6/ Thus, there are multiple occasions in gospel texts where Jesus takes the 
customs, symbols and practices of Judaism, the pervasive religious context of his 
time and place, and places them to one side, bypassing or downplaying them in so 
doing. This includes purity concerns, fasting, almsgiving, prayer, burial practices, 
the Temple, circumcision, and the Torah, the Jewish law. In this, whilst it is certainly 
true to say that the groups that come after Jesus who hand on such traditions 
about him, be they Christian or not, would be looking to define themselves vis-a-vis 
a Judaism they, in some senses, intend to redirect or implicitly criticise in their 
deviations From it, such traditions seem Far too programmatic and linked to the 
practice of Jesus for it all to be post-Jesus novelty. Consequently, the likelihood is 
high that Jesus himself distinguished his community by its difference and 
differentiation from cultural norms and expectations [which, in turn, shored up 
various cultural authorities and entrenched forms of domination] whilst, at the 
same time, retaining an active Faith in the Jewish God whose reign he imagined his 
practices embodied [hence calling it “the reign of God”] and made real in his 
community's activities. It seems that part of the thinking of Jesus was that you 
cannot carry on the same way culturally or politically and hope to produce 
different outcomes. IF you want a life that leads to different outcomes then you 


must live a different kind of life. 


7/ Mention of a community based on personal virtue and, indeed, of having to live 
life a certain way to produce the outcomes you seek in society, leads to my seventh 
point. It is very noticeable in the gospel traditions about Jesus that he has an ethic 
of the inward and the outward. This is to say that a distinctive of Jesus’ practice is 


that he takes the Torah, the Jewish law which governed everything From what kind 
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of clothes to wear to how to hold a religious ceremony, and all notions of morality 
or right behaviour, and makes them internal, a matter of personal character, ethics 
and virtue. It is not simply a matter of what is done, or how it can be justified 
outwardly, or what its relationship to a law is For Jesus but it is, instead, a matter 
of motive, of desire, of feeling, of purpose. This eliminates the possibility of 
performing laws or customs adequately and so subverting abstract ideas such as 
mercy or compassion or love or human solidarity. Outward performance is 
therefore irrelevant; it is a matter of the heart and of showing what is inside by 
what is visible outside. And so it is not a matter of how you organise the outside, 
but of formulating a virtuous inside. Jesus wants good people built on the firm 
Foundation of good character rather than unscrupulous people who “play by the 
rules” but only to their own advantage, people who recognise an outside system 


but only to game it for their personal benefit. 


Thus, he talks about plants only being able to bear the kind of Fruit that they can 
give forth; he talks about building your house on the rock of wise behaviour rather 
than the sand of stupidity; he talks not about fulfilling laws but about what is in 
your heart. The best example of this is his teaching on “turning the other cheek” or 
giving more than is asked for to those who would sue you or giving to “everyone” 
who begs from you. Jesus is here proselytising for a new human constitution, a 
different kind of human virtue and relationship, and there can be little doubt that 
Jesus made personal responsibility for your own virtue, a matter of intention 
rather than obedience to written laws, a central matter in his community. 
Consequently, his community was not about legality and external authority but 


authenticity, integrity and pro-active self-actualisation that would make legality 
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and authority irrelevant. Jesus wanted people to actively take responsibility For 
both who they were and for their relationships with other people, seemingly with 
the intention to model a community that lived in a different way to that around 
him. IF everybody actually did this why would we need legality and authority in the 
First place? We wouldn't. An anarchist future Free of such things, then, is based on 


the consequences of uniquely virtuous people in the thinking of Jesus. 


8/ The final point | want to draw attention to in relation to the anarchism of Jesus 
is that it seems he did have an habitual praxis, something that, in Jewish parlance 
more appropriate to him, would be called a halakha, a distinctive behaviour by 
which we may recognise him as with, for example, the Greek Cynics who populated 
Greco-Roman cities with a cloak, a bag and a staff and not much else. A halakha is 
essentially a way of behaving but, taking point 7 on board, we should not think of it 
as a set of rules or laws for, as we have just seen, Jesus was apparently about pro- 
active self-actualisation rather than “doing as you are told”. But, besides this, 
Jesus’ concerns seem to have been quite basic and simple anyway. A number of 
stories about him, for example, riff on the idea of loving your neighbour as 
yourself, a tenet of historical Jewish Faith found in the Torah and Far From Foreign 
to Jewish faith in general. Yet Jesus tells stories about who your neighbour might 
conceivably be - and it might even include your despised enemy as in the famous 
parable of the “Good Samaritan”. Samaritans were enemies of Jews due to their 
[From Jewish perspective] mixed racial heritage. Yet Jesus can conceive of them 
being the enemy who is your neighbour even as, elsewhere, it is reported he 
taught people to love their enemies and to do good to those who hate them. 


Jesus’ reasoning there is that anyone can love those who love them. After all, isn’t 
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that what just anyone does anyway? 


But Jesus requires more than this. He requires a new human behaviour and 
relationship which can create a new and different outcome. Thus, further examples 
of this halakha of Jesus include lending to those from whom you won't get back, 
not judging other people, forgiving others in order that they might be taught to 
Forgive you, taking care of your own virtue rather than constantly Finding Fault with 
others, etc. Jesus was very much a man of praxis even, on one occasion, rebuking 
people for regarding him as a revered teacher but not following the things he 
taught. For Jesus it was not about authority or leadership but the doing of service 
as we find in the story where some disciples, thinking Jesus something special, 
asked for positions of authority by his side. But he, instead, called the disciples 
together for discussing such things and rebuked them, pointing out that this 
community was not like the communities of the world where “those they recognise 
as their rulers lord it over them.” Instead, he told them, “whoever wishes to 
become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first 
must become servant of all.” Thus, Jesus taught an anarchistic ethic of service not 


a dominating ethic of authority in his praxis. 


This has been a necessarily brief tour through the gospels to give some sort of 
outline of the historical practice of Jesus and his community. But, before | Finish, it 
would make sense to ask what this might teach us today in the world in which we 
live, a world very different From agrarian Galilee in Roman-controlled Palestine. To 
do this, | think, we need to synthetically put the historical picture of Jesus | have 


tried to outline above together and to interpret what it might mean in terms of the 
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historical principles of Jesus in the context of anarchism. 


Anarchism, as it is being understood in this essay, has collaborative interests in 
escaping or, better, remaking, superceding, overcoming, dominating forms of 
human relationship. Such an anarchism believes that social relationships should 
encourage association and amity and minimize exploitation and domination. The 
British anarchist writer, Colin Ward, thought of this kind of anarchy as “a mode of 
human organisation, rooted in experience of everyday life, which operates side by 
side with, and in spite of, the dominant authoritarian trends of our society.” The 
British academic of anarchism, Ruth Kinna, thinks of this as “the revolutionary 
politics of outlaws” because such anarchists “set their Face against private property 
and the institutions deemed necessary to preserve, regulate or appropriate it”. 
Clearly, here it is “domination” of some people by others which is a major issue and 
anarchism has, historically, developed many critiques of it. Indeed, anarchism itself, 
says Ruth Kinna, “requires individuals to be self-reliant and cooperative, ready to 
make judgments and listen to others, take initiatives, share the benefits and 
support others in times of need.” What it fights against, domination, “is 
understood as a diffuse kind of power, embedded in hierarchy — pyramidal 
structures, pecking orders and chains of command - and in uneven access to 


economic or cultural resources.” 


Such an anarchism, in my view, flows from the thought and practice of Jesus and 
his earliest historical community. One marker of this, and a point of Jesus’ great 
affinity with later, more conventionally described, anarchists, is his focus on 


education in his activities. Jesus, indeed, is largely known as a teacher of the 
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people, as Cynics were too in historical context. We might compare this, For 
example, with the thoughts of later anarchist, Lucy Parsons, who wrote that 
anarchists know Full well that the people will need education before they are ready 
to throw off their capitalist shackles. She described what people needed to 
become as “self-thinking individuals” and Jesus, who habitually seems to have 
taught in non-coercive parables, a form of teaching which doesn’t do anything so 
much as force you to think For yourself about the matters the parable touches on 
in some sort of comparison scenario, also seems motivated to have people thinking 
For themselves or to see in new ways. Education is a very typical anarchist practice 
[compare also Peter Kropotkin, who was in favour of “continuing programmes of 
non-dominating cultural change to promote life-enhancing ways of living” or 
Alexander Berkman who thought that “We must learn to think differently before 
the revolution can come’”] and it is then noteworthy that it is typical of the Jesus 


we find in the gospels as well. 


But what was Jesus teaching exactly? | think of it historically as an education 
towards a fellowship of neighbours as allies, a kind of evolutionary human 
solidarity. IF we look at the praxis of Jesus and his community in anarchist terms 
what we have is a form of social anarchism, a mutual aid community of Fellowship 
and voluntary cooperation. IF we go back to Ruth Kinna and her recently published 
The Government of No One, a modern textbook on the history of anarchism, its 
participants and practices, we learn that she tells us that “in contemporary 
anarchism, social anarchism is used to describe both the practice of alternative 
ways of living and an anarchist ethic of care; building anarchist cultures of non- 


domination.” When we further learn from Kinna that such anarchism is 
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“decentralized”, that it involves an “abandonment of capitalism”, includes 
“individual self-realization”, “a vibrant revolutionary spirit” and “creating new 
logics, habits, spaces, opportunities and physical realities within existing systems”, 
we Find nothing further here to put us off this scent of Jesus and his community as 
social anarchists so understood. All such descriptions seem to Fit with the activities 
of Jesus and, indeed, “mutual aid” seems as good a social description of his 
activities as any we can think of. Such a form of anarchism is entirely about life 
rather than style. It is about how one lives and about that itself being the 
educative lesson. This, | believe, is where, in anarchistic terms, we locate Jesus and 
his community of loving your neighbour as yourself. It was not a community of 
violent insurrection, class struggle or individual action but one of mutual aid and 


social anarchism. 


What | think this means is that Jesus was one who imagined that it was within the 
power of people to change who they are and so to change who we, as human 
beings, as ahuman community, are too. This would be self-actualising “the reign of 
God”, something Jesus thinks is up to us to achieve. Ruth Kinna refers, in her book, 
to those who conceive of “the state as a condition, a certain relationship between 
human beings, and a mode of behaviour that is destroyed by behaving differently 
towards each other.” This, | think, is precisely what Jesus had in mind in his various 
ethics of giving all your money away, becoming destitute and serving one another 
in Fellowship groups that did not distinguish class or purity conditions in relation to 
table Fellowship as the gospels multiply report. Jesus, therefore, speaks of a new 
relationship between people which deconstructs the world of human domination 


and reconstitutes it as one of human Fellowship instead, an alternative ethic of the 
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neighbour as family if one will agree to change one’s behaviour and so take part in 
creating a new kind of humanity based on an ethic of service not domination. 
Jesus, thus, anarchistically deconstructed society to reconstruct it on an 


alternative basis in his teaching and in forming such a community. 


Yet this wasn’t the end of the stick that those later calling themselves Christians 
would get hold of [due, in my view, almost entirely to their change of opinion 
about Jesus once they imagined he had risen from the dead] and, in my view, they 
did not hold true to the principles that, even in books they later compiled, Jesus 
seems to have been concerned to educate people about. But that need not 
concern us here for the truth is that, given the constraints of his context, Jesus and 
the community of his first, pre-crucifixion, companions seem to have embodied 
and actualised a Jewish type of anarchism, one that those who today we know as 
“Christian anarchists” [such as Leo Tolstoy] recognise all too well. We should not 
let other, more dominating discourses drown this nugget of historical truth out but 


seek to learn from it if we can. 


THE NIETZSCHEAN ANARCHIST, THE NIETZSCHEAN ANARCHY 


To anyone with even a passing Familiarity with the works of Friedrich Nietzsche it 
must be admitted that it is not, and should not, be immediately clear that 
“anarchist” is a description that should apply to him. In political terms, this should 
perhaps most particularly not be the case - although Nietzsche, like anarchists, was 
no lover of the state or parliamentarianism either, if for differing reasons. [In The 


Wanderer and His Shadow Nietzsche does have words on “the folly” of the 
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exploitation of the worker, speaks of working with machinery as “anonymous and 
impersonal serfdom” and argues that we should remove the ability from private 
individuals to amass vast Fortunes quickly besides regarding those “who own too 
much” as those “fraught with danger to the community”.] Yet Nietzsche’s political 
views - and his views of “the herd” as he so often puts it - are Far too aristocratic, 
and perhaps even superior, to be able to paint him as a champion of the common 
human being and one working intellectually For the political relief of people in 
general. Nietzsche, in fact, if he has any political concern, is much more concerned 
with the individual - perhaps even the solitary individual - than with social 
movements or with class war. Nietzsche is not concerned with the problems of the 
poor or the worker per se and, in Fact, his concerns may not even be external ones 


such as these at all. 


It will be known, however, that one of the main foci of Nietzsche’s many attacks in 
his short but explosive literary career was Christianity, something he often 
excoriated. Yet Nietzsche was still a religious man - certainly a spiritual and 
philosophical man - and so fully in line with my interests in discussing anarchism in 
this book which are internal as much as external. This is important For it means that 
Nietzsche is beset, throughout his deliberations and the operations of his thinking, 
with how someone saves themselves within the life that they experience. This, For 
Nietzsche, is certainly never less than an existential battle, a battle in and through 
life and not simply with life. And so Nietzsche's interest is a philosophical, spiritual, 
internal one. As such, it at least potentially affects us all for we all have an internal 
world as well as external circumstances. We all also Fight the battle with, in and 


through ourselves. 


1421 


Nietzsche's philosophy, in a common academic reading of it, has several phases. 
The first, which mainly covers his first, ill-received tome, The Birth of Tragedy, 
besides other, in the main, less important essays, is where he introduces himself as 
a writer interested in the Apollonian and especially the Dionysian and with a Greek 
train of thought which was his academic training and speciality [Nietzsche was a 
philologist, and so, strictly speaking, one who studied ancient Greek language 
which, of course, necessitated studying ancient Greek literature as well]. A second 
phase in the literary career of Nietzsche would cover the books Human, All Too 
Human, The Wanderer and His Shadow [later added to the former book], Daybreak 
and The Gay Science [in which the word “gay” had not yet remotely acquired the 
connotation “homosexual” and so which is nothing to do with sexuality of any kind. 


“Gay” here means “cheerful’]. 


This second phase is where Nietzsche carries out major work deconstructing the 
basis of Western thought as a whole in terms of metaphysics, rationality and 
morality. It is summed up in section 125 of The Gay Science with the well known 
statement “God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him”. God, in 
Western thought, was the symbol and guarantor of metaphysics, rationality and 
morality and, if he is truly dead, then these things also die with him. A third phase 
of Nietzschean endeavour, briefly foreshadowed at the original end of The Gay 
Science [Nietzsche had a habit of going back and writing an extra chapter for 
previous books here and there, something he also did with The Gay Science], 
begins with Nietzsche’s own favourite book of his, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in 
which an artistic, prophetic Figure [which is really only Nietzsche himself in the 


most transparent disguise] presents his grand idea: the eternal recurrence. The 
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eternal recurrence is, in simple terms, willing a life which you would joyfully live 
over and over again [one which makes you the Overman who transcends humanity 
as, so Nietzsche thought, it should be transcended]. In books subsequent to this, 
Nietzsche may even be said to go through further phases and he hits on perhaps 
his greatest project, a revaluation of all values, just at the point upon which he Falls 
into terminal illness which renders him insensible For the last 11 years of his life 


and so unable to write ever again. 


But what, you are asking, about any of this makes Nietzsche’s thought something 
acceptable For a book on “anarchy and anarchisms”? The clue is in that second 
phase of Nietzsche’s endeavour where he deconstructs the world and shows 
human thinking up for what it is: pragmatic, interpretive, artistic, aesthetic, 
Fictional, rhetorical - but never perspicuous to any putative reality, never a 
“Foundation”, never a genuine calculation of worth, meaning or value. Nietzsche, 
put in the vernacular, reveals human beings as that species which make things up 
and then call it real because what they make up is found useful and because it 
avoids causing them harm - or so they think. Those best able to deceive themselves 
in this even go so Far as to insist human beings are able to calculate reality and 
apportion it its value - but they are only the biggest liars of all, biological organisms 
that presume to be gods [and, lest we ever forget, “God is dead”]. Human beings, 
thinks Nietzsche, by no means have any intellectual apparatus by which they could 
remotely begin making sense of existence, let alone pretending to tell us how it 
Fits together or according it any genuine value. So the first clue as to why 
Nietzsche fits in a book on anarchy and anarchisms is that, in deconstructing the 


intellectual world, and undermining the foundations others have tried to set in 
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place, Nietzsche reveals, once again, that it is an anarchy in which we exist properly 
so called. We don’t have a narrative which “explains” existence and sets it in place. 
There is no intellectual foundation which is an authority all must adhere to. There 
are just human beings who interpret and create fictions in which they Find utility, 
meaning and value. That | call a philosophical anarchy, an anarchy as real as any we 


shall ever conceive or experience. 


So when it comes to “anarchy and anarchisms”, things this book is concerned with, 
Nietzsche does have some credentials he can put on the table. We might here 
usefully Focus again, in sections 108-125 of his book, The Gay Science, sections 
which open book 3 of that tome, on his notion, first expressed in print in section 
108, that “God is dead”. Nietzsche, of course, does not mean that an actual 
supernatural being has died. He means that the idea of God, and all it signifies and 
guarantees in human thinking, has passed its sell-by date. IF the anarchist mantra is 
“No gods, no masters” then Nietzsche is well onside on the “no gods” part of that 
mantra as one of the most Famous people in history to say that there is no God. In 
Fact, in many respects, Nietzsche's “God is dead” may mean a lot more in his words 
than it does on the lips of people thought of as much more orthodox anarchists. 
For, when Nietzsche says it, he means the end of morality as a system of moral 
truths which act as authorities For us; he means the end of order, arrangement, 
form, beauty and wisdom as fixed authorities too; he means that knowledge and 
logic are human inventions or “aesthetic anthropomorphisms”; he means that 
humans, in cosmological and epistemological terms, are unable to engage in 
“explanation” of things because they simply do not have the apparatus for it. They 


are, at best, describers “attempting to humanize things as Faithfully as possible”. 
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Not for Nietzsche the petty, trivial statement “no gods” but, instead, the 
consequential statement “God is dead” - with all the significance that removing 
God from human thinking would and should have. Nietzsche is here more 
“anarchist” than many anarchists ever manage to become: “the antichrist” [as he 


would later call himself] as anarchist. 


But even though Nietzsche may announce that God [always a term in this 
connection which means so much more than one being] is dead, he knows very well 
that the memory of God will linger on in human thinking. Thus, in section 108 
again, he reminds us that “we still have to vanquish his shadow too”. This is an 
anarchist task, the task of an anarchism, For it is an action which removes imagined 
authority From human thinking and which deconstructs and reshapes what human 
thinking even is. So it is no surprise that in the very next section, section 109, 
Nietzsche moves to confound those who would slide the God function over to the 
universe in order to “deify” that instead. [Here we see the difference between 
saying “a God is dead” and “God is dead”. Nietzsche seeks to remove divinity and 
deification - which are authoritarian Functions - from human thinking rather than 
engaging in the more trivial task of saying a particular deity is no longer believable. 
Contrast this with what celebrity atheists such as Richard Dawkins do when they 
deny God but deify “Truth” instead. Nietzsche's is the far more radical, anarchist 
action.] Thus, the universe itself is not “a living being”; itis not “organic”; itis not “a 
machine”. Nietzsche describes it as “in all eternity chaos”, something which will 
later seem to Filter into his idea of the eternal recurrence. So we should not ascribe 
to the universe, the context of every existence, existence itself as it manifests 


itself, heartlessness or unreasonableness. But neither is it the opposites of those 
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things nor is it “perfect, nor beautiful, nor noble”. And “nor does it wish to become 
any of those things”. The universe, strange to say it but it is true, “does not by any 
means strive to imitate Man”. And, furthermore, “none of our aesthetic or moral 


judgments apply to it”. 


But the consequences of “God is dead” for the universe, and so necessarily For all 
existence, including ours, carry on. The universe has “no instinct for self- 
preservation or any other instinct”. There are, says Nietzsche, also no laws in 
nature. There are, he points out with the attention to detail with which he should 
be characterised, “only necessities: there is nobody who commands, nobody who 
obeys, nobody who trespasses.” For, simply put, there is no one and nothing to 
trespass. There are no purposes in Nietzschean nature and so there are also no 
accidents - for one requires the other. Thus, we can even say, in this Nietzschean 
thinking, that death is not opposed to life. In an eye-opening insight, Nietzsche 
suggests that “the living is merely a type of what is dead, and a very rare type.” 
And who can really disagree with that from this point of view? And so “God is 
dead”, as a Nietzschean formulation, is actually turning the world completely 
upside down. It is completely reformulating how the human being thinks and 
destroying any vestiges of a deified authority that existed within it. “When will all 
these shadows of God cease to darken our minds?” Nietzsche asks, “When will we 
complete our de-deification of nature?” He answers his own question by 
suggesting that it will be when we “naturalize” humanity “in terms of a newly 
discovered, newly redeemed nature”. And this will be a nature de-deified, de- 
divinized, with the last vestiges of such an authority expunged. That | call anarchy; 


that | call anarchist. 
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Yet Nietzsche’s anarchism is even more radical than this. Not content with 
deconstructing God, he must now deconstruct the human being too. We are not 
who we appear to ourselves to be and who we appear to ourselves to be is yet 
another illusion, a perhaps willing Fiction, a lie to which we accommodate ourselves 
for reasons of utility or pragmatism. We should not find this surprising For all the 
authoritarian, deifying activity was only human activity - and human error - to begin 
with. Nietzsche characterises the human intellect as producing “nothing but 
errors” over immense periods of time where even errors may sometimes prove 
useful for preserving the species now and again much as a stopped clock is right 
twice a day. Yet such errors can, in human usage, become “articles of Faith” 
[indicative of a basic tendency in human beings towards “faith”?] and these articles 
can become passed on or inherited by others until they almost seem to become 
part of what it is to be a human being. Nietzsche describes some of these things as 
“that there are enduring things; that there are equal things; that there are things, 
substances, bodies; that a thing is what it appears to be; that our will is Free; that 
what is good for me is also good in itself.” But why does any of this matter? 
Because it is what we think, what we make a foundation, what we make 
authoritative, that rules over us. This is anarchist business in a world in which 
freedom, liberation and ability to choose uncoerced are lauded as the highest 


values. 


“Truth”, therefore, is a form of knowledge [Nietzsche calls it the weakest form of 
knowledge] but how we arrive at it, and what is claimed for it, are anarchist issues, 
issues of authority. They are this because how we determine things and what for 


are anarchist issues too. Imagine a system of control based on what you think you 


1427 


know - The Matrix franchise creates a world which is a good example of this - and 
you see how knowledge and truth, and how they are arrived at, is obviously a Form 
of control. And its insidiousness - it is control you don’t feel is control and coercion 
you don’t even notice - is its major strength. Now erase the machines and the 
agents of the machine system in The Matrix and imagine that human beings have 
done something similar to themselves all by themselves, that they have created 
their own epistemological systems and authorities in order to convince themselves 
of things to believe in. Why, a priori, should anything we call knowing actually be 
knowing? Why is any human truth actually truth? Why would any human way of 
designating an authority be authoritative? These are anarchist issues and matters 
of how human thinking, and so human beings, are controlled and coerced - if even 


by themselves in their own systems, apparatuses and ways of thinking. 


So Nietzsche now suggests, now in section 110 of The Gay Science, that the 
strength of knowledge is little to do with truth and more to do with age, with what 
we become used to and what we inherit. That received as a condition of life is that 
we honour as knowledge. But to do this requires the imagined knower to engage 
in many fictions about life in order to bring the prospective knowledge into sync 
with it. To say that “this and this is so” is not a small matter and neither one proved 
or demonstrated simply in either the saying of it or the inability to refute it. Other 
measures too, such as utility For life, the lack of harm done by a proposition or 
even human convictions, are likewise no genuine measures of some external 
property called truth or some valuation called knowledge. More interesting, 
however, is the fact that “knowledge” and “truth” became things valued in 


themselves with human processes designated for the designation and 
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identification of them. At this point, knowledge became a power and designating it 
powerful in itself. As in The Matrix, however, “the ultimate question about the 
conditions of life has been posed here.” And the same, too, applies to logic [section 
111] which, states Nietzsche, certainly came “out of illogic”. Originally, all was 
illogic [and, humans aside, maybe still is]. But it was human beings who made what 
humans now call logic. Logic is a kind of usefulness for Nietzsche and only exists 
because some people somewhere have found it useful. But that does not mean the 
universe accords with human logic nor that logic gets anything right. That is to 
confuse useful with such things. Utility, in Fact, does not even mean human beings 
have the capacity or the Faculty to make any judgments about “right” or “true” in 
anything but utilitarian terms. Nietzsche often thinks of utilitarian human beings 
operating by means of processes so primeval they may never rise to human 


consciousness and which they certainly do not understand. 


It is this kind of thinking which leads, in section 112, to the distinction between 
“explanation” and “description” and to Nietzsche’s argument that “it will do to 
consider science as an attempt to humanize things as Faithfully as possible”. This is 
description but not necessarily explanation. How can we show we have “explained” 
when “in truth we are confronted by a continuum out of which we isolate a couple 
of pieces”? That is what both the universe and our existence are - continuums out 
of which we isolate arbitrary and imaginary self-contained pieces and then call it 
“explanation”. Yet both the universe and existence are not in any way made up of 
pieces but they are things forever in Flux, changing, Fundamentally interconnected 
and interactive. It is impossible even to imagine how many connections and 


relations there are within the things that make them up and so who are we to claim 
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we have explained or understood in regard to them? Is this even what our activity 
towards them is? When human authority is on the line, and the authority and 


character of human claims is on the line, this is important. 


But this affects not just cosmological or epistemological concerns. It also affects 
moral ones too. Must it be pointed out that neither the universe nor even the 
shape of existence itself act according to some moral guidelines or moral Force? 
Could not a simple observation of nature teach us this? Are we so besotted with 
ourselves that we think ourselves apart from all this, above it, perhaps even 
become gods in human form who designate right and wrong, beings who pretend 
to such authority? But God is dead... and we have killed him. Best we get rid of 
those shadows too. This is an anarchism. Yet if human beings are incapable of 
explaining or understanding, of designating truth or knowledge, if they are 
evaluators who work only on the basis of utility, then, argues Nietzsche in section 
115, they are only those who have been educated by their errors - much like a 
human being grown in the matrix is educated by what the machines feed them. 


Nietzsche picks out four particular errors: 


1. Humanity sees itself incompletely 

2. Humanity endows itself with Fictitious attributes 

3. Humanity places itself in a False order of rank with animals and nature 

4. Humanity invents ever new tables of goods which it accepts, if only for a time, as 
eternal and unconditional which results in things being given importance because 


they are esteemed so highly. 
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It is Nietzsche’s suggestion that, if we removed these errors From humanity, we 
would remove humanity and “human dignity” itself. [These are themselves only 
human fictions.] All human authority, in this way, is seen to come from human 


Fabrication, Fictionalisation and invention - morality included. 


And so, in section 124: 


“In the horizon of the infinite. - We have left the land and have embarked. We have 
burned our bridges behind us - indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the 
land behind us. Now, little ship, look out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure, it 
does not always roar, and at times it lies spread out like silk and gold and reveries 
of graciousness. But hours will come when you will realise that it is infinite and that 
there is nothing more awesome than infinity. Oh, the poor bird that felt free and 
now strikes the walls of his cage! Woe, when you feel homesick For the land as if it 


mn 


had offered more freedom - and there is no longer any ‘land’. 


It is only now, in the very next section, that Nietzsche introduces his “madman” 
who goes through the marketplace and claims that “God is dead”. One other thing 
he says in this section is a question. He asks: “Are we not straying as through an 
infinite nothing?” This is the Nietzschean anarchy, an anarchy devoid of the solidity 
of land, land which is the basis of knowledge and truth, a perspicuous reason and a 
definitive, authoritative morality. IF God is dead, these are dead for on what 
authority can they stand? There is only an “infinity”, an infinite sea without 
possibility of making port. Can one make a foundation For authority on the sea? No. 


And the sea here is infinite. It is what he will call in section 277 “the beautiful chaos 
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of existence”. How can one redeem this For humanity? - Through art and artistry, 
through creation and creativity, by honouring that which becomes and letting go 
of the need for an “is”, by living in Flux and refusing the authority which says “the 
world is like this and that is how it must be for you too because | say so”. It is by 
embracing the infinite sea and by embracing that there is no longer any land. This 


is an anarchism. 


In section 107, the last section of book 2 of The Gay Science, Nietzsche tells us that 
it was through welcoming the arts [which he labels “this kind of cult of the untrue”] 
that we discovered “the realization that delusion and error are conditions of 
human knowledge and sensation” [these are, of course, our whole basis for 
positing anything, For using the linguistic “is” which - Falsely - designates and sets in 
stone]. Honesty precisely here, thinks Nietzsche, would make us sick and 
despairing unto death without the creative fiction of art, a “good will to 
appearance” as he puts it. Existence is bearable for us as an aesthetic phenomenon 
[in which “aesthetic” and “phenomenon” are both important words] which 
becomes a freedom, a living poetically, for, Nietzsche diagnoses, we are far too 
serious for our own good. We do not need to become “virtuous monsters and 
scarecrows”. We should “Float above” the world and “play” and be both the artist 
and the fool, one who can laugh at themselves rather than one who takes their 
every thought about the world with an utmost seriousness as if any of it mattered 
at all or as if our seriousness was the important thing. This is an anarchism. It is this 
“Foolishness”, this “play”, Nietzsche calls “liberation” and which he characterises, at 
the end of both books 2 and 3 of The Gay Science as “no longer being ashamed of 


oneself”, which he designates as the means to our survival and the means to our 
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freedom from our inauthentic dogmatisms. For one Following the logic of his First 
book, The Birth of Tragedy, this is where the Dionysian asserts itself over the 
Apollonian. It was also there he had praised life as an aesthetic phenomenon for 


the First time. 


Yet it is at the end of The Gay Science, and much more in his next and most 
important book, as he saw it, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, that Nietzsche fills out the 
details of the Nietzschean human being - although, of course, it is not a human 
being but a being who seeks to transcend the seriousness, the lack of play, artistry 
and creativity, the “knowledge” and morality of human beings, by being itself the 
Overman [elsewhere often rendered “Superman” but this is a mistake and does 
violence to Nietzsche’s vocabulary which is Full of “over” and “under” words in a 
way that is important]. Nietzsche’s point in all this is that humanity is beset by 
numerous inherent Faults and errors which must be overcome if we will be free. He 
himself makes sense of this in a love of fate [fate being that which happens 
because it was necessary to happen], in his concept of an eternally recurrent life 
which one wills For oneself [and so one becomes the artistic creator of one’s own 
life by moulding oneself to the circumstances of life as a poet or artist rather than 
by being inauthentically and mortally afraid and serious in regard to forces one 
does not understand] and in being Overmen, those who outgrow the humanity 


Nietzsche has heretofore diagnosed. 


Nietzsche's point here is that human beings, as they have developed based on their 


inappropriate knowledge, logic and morality, have become intolerable - not least 


to themselves. Nietzsche thinks that it is only “by means of this or that poetry and 
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art” that “a human being is tolerable to behold” [section 290 of The Gay Science]. 
What is going on here is human psychology for Nietzsche was a psychologist in his 
remarks too. Nietzsche conceives of people who can accept themselves as they are 
[and consistently talks about “becoming who you are”] but diagnoses that people 
are not satisfied with who they are, with what their humanity is to them. 
[Nietzsche’s entire output, in one sense, can be interpreted as a body of work 
concerned with human dissatisfaction with what it has become - and how to 
resolve such a problem.] So Nietzsche diagnoses human ills such as revenge and 
dissatisfaction with oneself as why so many of us go searching for victims to take 
our bad mood towards ourselves out upon. We see ugliness in ourselves and this 


makes us “bad and gloomy”. 


Earlier, Nietzsche had exhorted the secret of life as “to live dangerously” [section 
283] and he had noted that “few people have faith in themselves” [section 284] in 
the straight jackets of serious thought in which they have allowed themselves to 
become constricted. Nietzsche wants human beings who overcome their 
constraints [and so “Overmen”], human beings distinguished by “cheerfulness, 
patience, unpretentiousness and contempt for all great vanities” [section 283]. In 
Zarathustra he conceives of this human being as a warrior who does not want to be 
spared - for what warrior would? Such a person is consumed with good faith 
towards themselves and lives dangerously as who they are, as what they have 
willed to become. This is why, in the end, | conceive Nietzsche’s topic as that of 
creative self-actualisation. But this is not just a selfish concern with oneself and 
contempt for the world of others. It is, Fundamentally, an honesty towards oneself 


and towards the world. It is a saying “Yes!” towards the world but in which one 
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takes responsibility for one’s “Yes!”. Section 294 of The Gay Science is worth 


quoting in full in this regard: 


“Against the slanderers of nature. - | find those people disagreeable in whom every 
natural inclination immediately becomes a sickness, something that disfigures 
them or is downright infamous: it is they that have seduced us to hold that man’s 
inclinations and instincts are evil. They are the cause of our great injustice against 
our nature, against all nature. There are enough people who might well entrust 
themselves to their instincts with grace and without care; but they do not from 
Fear of this imagined “evil character” of nature. That is why we find so little nobility 
among men; for it will always be the mark of nobility that one Feels no fear of 
oneself, expects nothing infamous of oneself, Flies without scruple where we feel 
like Flying, we freeborn birds. Wherever we may come there will always be 


Freedom and sunlight around us.” 


Here we can see both Nietzsche’s interest in freeing us From the shackles of our 
very own thought and also why Christianity was one of his most common targets - 
For what else does Christianity do but tell us that the universe itself is in a Fallen 
state of nature and that we share its Fallen state? It thus sullies every instinct and 
impugns nature itself, the very basis of our lives. For Nietzsche, as for the anarchist 
properly so called, this cannot be. We human beings, in both cases, are those who 
must have their own “Yes!” towards nature and towards themselves within it. They, 
For both, must be the motive cause of their own liberation from such a debilitating 
view Of life. They, for both, must actualise their own selves in the world. They, for 


both, rather than having “the courage of their convictions” - as the popular saying 
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has it - must, instead, have “the courage for an attack on” their convictions. For 
“What are Man’s truths ultimately? Merely his irrefutable errors” [section 265]. So 
it is in having bad faith or lack of Faith towards oneself and the world, in impugning 
nature and instinct, and in making False logic, False knowledge and False morality 
gods above us, that humanity condemns and constricts itself so that it becomes an 
inauthentic, unfree being. It is this which is to be overcome by the Overmen in a 
poetic, creative act of will to self-actualisation. In short, and somewhat ironically, 
Nietzsche wants human beings to get playfully serious about the FICTIVE nature of 
their existence, to realise that, For human beings, “is” is merely a tool and never a 
metaphysical or ontological postulate. We are not those beings who can set things 
in place and give them their value - even if we are Fated to always repeat doing so. 
Thus, we must make the world and what we make is our responsibility - and our 


fate. “Man” is an invention and ultimately a prison of our own making - but 


Nietzsche thinks we can do better. 


One of the ways Nietzsche conceived of human beings in the way that he thought 
they should become was as free spirits. [In German this is Freie Geiste and there is 
much to be learned by doing a word study on Geist in its German usage.] Indeed, 
Nietzsche subtitled the first book in his second phase of endeavour “A Book for 
Free Spirits”. In the 638th and Final section of its First part [Human, All Too Human], 
Nietzsche introduces us to “The Wanderer” [another version of himself]. | would 
close my essay on Nietzsche, his poetic, creative anarchy and anarchism, by simply 


quoting this section and leaving it up to you to decide what to make of it. 
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“The Wanderer. - He who has attained to only some degree of freedom of mind 
cannot feel other than as a wanderer on the earth - though not as a traveller to a 
Final destination: For this destination does not exist. But he will watch and observe 
and keep his eyes open to see what is really going on in the world; for this reason 
he may not let his heart adhere too firmly to any individual thing; within him too 
there must be something wandering that takes pleasure in change and transience. 
Such a man will, to be sure, experience bad nights, when he is tired and finds the 
gate of the town that should offer him rest closed against him; perhaps in addition 
the desert will, as in the Orient, reach right up to the gate, beasts of prey howl now 
farther off, now closer to, a strong wind arise, robbers depart with his beasts of 
burden. Then dreadful night may sink down upon the desert like a second desert, 
and his heart grow weary of wandering. When the morning sun then rises, burning 
like a god of wrath, and the gate of the town opens to him, perhaps he will behold 
in the faces of those who dwell there even more desert, dirt, deception, insecurity 
than lie outside the gate - and the day will be almost worse than the night. Thus it 
may be that the wanderer shall Fare; but then, as recompense, there will come the 
joyful mornings of other days and climes, when he shall see, even before the light 
has broken, the Muses come dancing by him in the mist of the mountains, when 
afterwards, if he relaxes quietly beneath the trees in the equanimity of his soul at 
morning, good and bright things will be thrown down to him from their tops and 
leafy hiding-places, the gifts of all those free spirits who are at home in mountain, 
wood and solitude and who, like him, are, in their now joyful, now thoughtful way, 
wanderers and philosophers. Born out of the mysteries of dawn, they ponder on 
how, between the tenth and the twelfth stroke of the clock, the day could present 


a face so pure, so light-Filled, so cheerful and transfigured: - they seek the 
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philosophy of the morning.” 


[PS Nietzsche’s subsequent book was titled Daybreak and critiqued “the prejudices 


of morality”, a subject he would subsequently dismantle in later works. ] 


ZENARCHY 


Zen is a historical kind, or tradition, of the originally Indian-born Faith of Buddhism. 
Zen arose when adherents of Buddhism travelled to China, where the Buddhism 
was received as a barbarian variant of the native Daoism [i.e. in ways Daoists could 
think of it], where it became known as Ch’an Buddhism. It is Ch’an which, in 
Japanese, becomes Zen, Zen being an ultimately Japanese variant form of Ch’an 
Buddhism. Thus, we can see that such a Buddhism, which in Indian form already has 
more than one tradition of its own, is the result of a geographical journey through 
China and eventually to Japan via various Japanese people who learned of it in 


China as Ch’an. 


Buddhism is named after a person [Siddhartha Gautama often known in religious 
circles as “The Buddha”] but “Buddha” itself is not a name but a title or description 
meaning “Awakened One” or “Enlightened One”. Being extremely simplistic, 
Buddhism is a spirituality or philosophy of personal enlightenment but, as will be 
seen not least from the texts which have become its scriptures in its many south 
and east Asian variations, this encompasses both moral behaviours and social 
contexts For them. In some versions and variations Buddhism can become quite 


doctrinal and religious, even dogmatic, and there are, of course, many official 
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versions of it which have orders and monks and priests and official places where 
one goes to become inducted into forms of Buddhism. Such is not my interest in 
Buddhism or in now discussing something called “Zenarchy”. This is not to suggest 
that | disdain or disregard such things, however. Strictly speaking, it is to say that | 
set them aside as noted but as not of interest to me. What is of interest, noting 
and recognising that such things exist, is to ask how they can be learned from and 
in asking what truth or authenticity, if any, can be Found in them. Another way to 
say this is that | want to ask what about the specifically Zen form of Buddhism 
makes it interesting when brought into relationship with something recognisable 
as anarchism. Because the fact is there are those who have thought something 


useful takes place when we do this. 


In order not to get too wrapped up in Buddhism or Zen as forms of religion, | do 
not intend to go in any great detail into their history or doctrine. [Those who want 
to do so will not find the Internet lacking in resources for such a task.] As an 
anarchist, | am primarily interested in things as practices anyway. One will, | hope, 
already note from the previous essays in this book that the emphasis is on practice 
and on what difference various practices can make to life - and life that is actually 
lived rather than some idealist notion of it. Anarchism, | think, is a matter of the 
practice of anarchy in any and all cases. Thus, it is to Zen as a practice which takes 
place From within a point of view that | will turn my attention and this, | believe, is 
how Zen and anarchism have been brought into relationship by those who have 
done so in any case. Zen, as it turns out, is a matter of practices but it is also 
famously dexterous intellectually as well, Forcing us to set our conventional 


Fictions about life to one side by offering alternative ways to see [and practice 
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experience within] the world. In what follows, having appraised what Kerry 
Thornley, the primary proponent of Zenarchy, has to say about his Zenarchist ways, 
| shall refer to one primary Buddhist text, The Dhammapada, a text nearly all 
Buddhists revere, and two more specifically Ch’an/Zen texts, The Blue Cliff Record 
and The Gateless Gate, 12th and 13th century collections of Zen koans, to further 


elucidate the Zenarchist practice and what it is imagined to give us. 


One description of Zen has it that “Zen emphasizes rigorous self-restraint, 
meditation-practice, insight into the nature of mind and nature of things, and the 
personal expression of this insight in daily life, especially for the benefit of others. 
As such, it de-emphasizes mere knowledge of sutras and doctrine and Favours 
direct understanding through spiritual practice and interaction.” A simpler way to 
say this is that Zen is life lived in, through and as a result of meditation. The word 
“Zen” itself can be interpreted to mean “meditative state”. Zen, then, is the 
practice of existing in a certain, meditative way and it makes sense of the Zen 
practice of “zazen” which is meditation practice itself or of “shikantaza”, a 
meditative practice in which one “just sits” in “silent illumination”. It is not here a 
wise question to ask why one is doing this, however, or even what Zen is [a 
question for which students are said to receive a rap on the knuckles From their 
teachers] for one may then be regaled with tales of those of old who sat staring at 
walls for several years and, when asked what they were doing, were just answered 
with the obvious - that they were staring at a wall. It is reasonable, however, since 
this is a particular tradition of Buddhism, to imagine that such practice is imagined 
to have something to do with awakening, with enlightenment and with the 


perfection of things thought virtuous - and that this is a matter purely of carrying 
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out the practice. Religion aside, who would not want such things? 


The practice of Zen is clearly one thought to promote the things it seeks. It is, thus, 
a peaceful practice and perhaps also an individual practice but it is not imagined 
that these personal disciplines are without social effects. When one comes to 
Zenarchy as invented and applied by the colourful American, Kerry Thornley, one 
Finds that “Zenarchy is a way of Zen applied to social life. A non-combative, non- 
participatory, no-politics approach to anarchy intended to get the serious student 
thinking”, For instance. Thornley suggests that “Zen struck me as the natural 
lifestyle implied by anarchist politics — and from the Taoistic perspective of Zen, 
anarchism seemed the logical political option. Like the Yin and the Yang, they 
belong together in a dynamic synergy of creative power.” Thornley tells the story 
of the invention of Zenarchy as a story of the “Flower Power” or “Summer of Love” 
or “Counterculture” era of the 1960s in California and particularly San Francisco, 
the epicentre of that particular mentality, and as one of mind expansion such as 
many of the drugs imbibed in such a time and place were also no doubt meant to 
induce. Yet one should not allow the dubious cultural baggage of Zenarchy’s arrival 
to colour what Thornley attempts to get at by talking about it. IF Zen is a 
meditative existence and if Buddhism is about reaching an awakening or 
enlightenment which erases all human narratives [and we could have discussions 
about both definitions or even if definitions apply here but we won’t!] then what is 
important in discussion of it in relation to anarchism is how such an existence and 
such goals affect or change human lives. This is what | want to focus on and this is 


what Thornley develops it into in his 1991 book, Zenarchy. 
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Zenarchy is born in a dissatisfaction with suburban existence and modern life. It is 
not clear how directly related to Zen it actually is although this may not be a 
helpful question to ask. Thornley certainly discusses Daoism and Daoist texts 
[primarily the two | have discussed at the beginning of this book] as much as he 
does Zen. There is a good deal of syncretism to his approach too for all that “Zen” 
is the heading he files it under. As | just said, it may not matter much to ask anyway 
but we may note that he lists Zhuangzi and Diogenes as the two characters he 
would most enthusiastically wish to be reincarnated as [neither are bad choices]. 
Zenarchy originally comes from a newsletter Thornley began publishing in the 60s 
and which stimulated others to produce their own, similar things. An example of 


the kind of stuff in these self-made publications is the Following: 


“Zen is Meditation. Archy is Social Order. Zenarchy is the Social Order which springs 


from Meditation. 


As a doctrine, it holds Universal Enlightenment a prerequisite to abolition of the 
State, after which the State will inevitably vanish. Or — that failing — nobody will 


give a damn.” 


“Having said that Zen study is knowing yourself, the roshi went on: In America you 
have democracy, which means for you government of the people, by the people, 
and for the people. | in my turn am bringing democracy to Japan. You cannot have 
democracy until people know themselves. The Chinese said that government was 
unnecessary and they were right. When people know themselves and have their 


own strength, they do not need government. Otherwise they are just a mob and 
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must be ruled. On the other hand, when rulers do not know themselves, they push 
the people around. When you do not know yourself, you busy yourself with other 
people. Zen study is just a matter of getting your own Feet on the ground.” (from 
Matter of Zen by Paul Wienpahl, New York University Press, 1964) 


ae 


Mankind’ is an abstract concept that cannot be remade after one’s own ideas.” 


“the Sage never tries to take over things and reform man, but is instead content to 


reform himself — letting others Follow his example, but never forcing them.” 


“Totalitarian states, however, know the danger of the artist. Correctly, if For the 
wrong reasons, they know that all art is propaganda, and that art which does not 
support their system must be against it. They know intuitively that the artist is not 
a harmless eccentric but one who under the guise of irrelevance creates and 
reveals a new reality. IF, then, he is not to be torn to pieces like Orpheus in the 
myth, the liberated artist must be able to play the countergame and keep it as well 
hidden as the judo of Taoism and Zen. He must be able to be ‘all things to all men’, 
for as one sees From the history of Zen any discipline whatsoever can be used as a 
way of liberation — making pots, designing gardens, arranging flowers, building 
houses, serving tea, and even using the sword; one does not have to advertise 
oneself as a psychotherapist or guru. He is the artist in whatever he does, not just 
in the sense of doing it beautifully, but in the sense of playing it. In the expressive 
lingo of the jazz world, whatever the scene, he makes it. Whatever he does, he 
dances it... He swings.” (from Psychotherapy East and West by Alan Watts, 


Random House, 1961) 
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It is Following this that Thornley designates the Zen way a “way of play”. This is an 


important point and requires quoting Thornley directly: 


“It is no coincidence that the cultural currents of Zen and Anarchism immediately 
joined when Zen came to the West. For nowhere in recent Western history is the 
life of the Eastern renunciate more closely paralleled than in that of the dedicated 
revolutionary, forsaking all attachments for a single goal. And no Eastern sage 
comes closer to the zestful life sense of the Anarchist than the Zen Master. But the 
deeper fruits of this union, speaking at least with reference to the Anarchist, are 
yet to be realized. What Zen has most to offer Anarchism is Freedom here and now. 
No longer need the Anarchist dream of a utopian millennium as he struggles to 
outwit the State — for he can find Freedom in the contest, by simply knowing that 
freedom is everywhere for those who dance through life, rather than crawl, walk, 
or run. For if a man has renounced inward ownership of property, renounced 
possessive attachment to his loved ones, and is cheerfully detached from time, 
with no Fear or hope for what the Future might bring — he is immune to all threats 
and pleadings of any State in the world. On the streets or in prison — indeed, on 


his very way to execution — he can play!” 


At least one of the points of this mentality, From Thornley’s point of view, must be 
that “Freedom is everywhere”. Just because some government has pronounced 
this an authoritarian situation or a capitalist situation or even a communist 
situation it does not mean this is the case. This is just rhetoric and although it may 
be rhetoric backed up by actions if one rubs up against the state too intimately it is 


still rhetoric nevertheless. It is a situation imposed upon reality - as all situations 
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are. But human beings do not control reality and much less can they fix it - 
although they certainly try to! Indeed, this is part of the problematic that Zen tries 
to remedy by requiring people to let go and appreciate things as they are when the 
narratives and the control and the impositions are let go. What is Freedom? When 
things have no boundaries but simply exist as they are. Zen meditation is a refusal 
to tell reality what it is but an experience of it constantly becoming as it will. As 


such, there are two things about it to be noted: 


1. Zen is practice and nothing but practice. It is not a doctrine and it cannot be 


defined. 


2. Zen is nothing to do with words or linguistic understanding. 


These are two reasons why there are Zen tales of students asking masters what 
Zen is only to receive a slap in return. It is beside the point, not applicable. “There is 
nothing to stick to” as the Buddha Gautama is reputed to have said. Is this not an 
anarchy? Practitioners of Zen, then, are not attempting to be something or even to 
attain something in this respect. They are simply existing and not, as Thornley puts 
it, “at odds with their own humanity”. They do not invent things they have to be or 
not be, they have nothing to prove, they know they are but temporary Forms 
involved in a much greater chain of existence. | have often thought of this, spurred 
on by my reading and thinking, in terms of “birth” and “death”. The problem with 
these terms, and with this way of thinking, is that they are arbitrary and artificial. 
“Birth” is, in Fact, not birth and “death” is, in Fact, not death either. What we 


artificially demarcate as “our life” is in fact an entirely arbitrary excerpting of 
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matter and time from the flow of a greater whole, an excerpting the whole does 
not even recognise. What were we before our birth, before even our conception? 
What are we after death? Surely the answer is not nothing and we were not 
conjured from thin air? Looked at this way, we ourselves are revealed as an 
arbitrary Fiction as, too, is the notion of “things” or “identity”. Two of the Buddhist 
“characteristics of existence”, in Fact, are impermanence or transience [i.e. nothing 
lasts Forever] and that “all forms are unreal” as The Dhammapada puts this in its 
279th verse. Zen, as a “Meditative existence”, wishes to embrace the truth of such 
cosmic anarchy and to see a constantly changing chain of existence as opposed to a 
collection of arbitrary and artificial things illegitimately excerpted from the flow of 
existence. It is, thus, “anti-authoritarian” about the world in the most radical sense 
possible For it wants humans tout court to keep their mouths shut and their minds 


open. 


This, of course, is no place for ego and Zen, as many forms of Buddhism, does not 
believe in a Fixed self. This, again, is a taking the idea of anarchy at its word and 
regarding it in a way far more radical than some political revolutionary - for what 
can be more of an anarchism than to act as if what we call our “self” is temporary, 
Fictional and, in a meaningful sense, non-existent? This goes far beyond the denial 
of the rights of states and governments to the negation of authority even over 
ourselves. Yet this seems entirely logical to me if we are going to take the idea of 
anarchy seriously and recognise it not as just one more human imposition but as 
something beyond an acquisitive human control whole and entire. Zen is 
Fundamentally of use here for it is the practice of the fictionality - in this sense - of 


all things, a letting them be and a lack of anxiety about what things are and who 
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gets to designate them. Thus, Zen is a spontaneity, a refusal to set in stone 
indeed, it is a Forgetting every day and a waking up to the new every morning], a 
refusal to have rules, a lack of competition, a detachment from things and so from 
care as if everything were a problem it was incumbent on us to fix. The 
enlightened, Zen mind, is a “no-mind” or naked mind in which the scripts we have 
all been programmed with [or have programmed ourselves with] are wiped clean 
and now present as blank sheets of paper across which shadows flicker. Zen 
practice is not there in order for us to say what the shadows are but to experience 


being part of their play. 


This is why Zen is nothing special. It is not an attaining something but a losing 
everything. Yet this doesn’t matter for, viewed from that cosmic aspect | wrote 
about earlier, what are we anyway? In a real sense, we are experienced illusions 
and Zen is nothing more than eating when you are hungry and drinking when you 
are thirsty. Yet this is done in the recognition of interrelatedness which comes 
especially when we take on Zen practice and forget words. Words divide and 
distinguish and we should not be surprised about that because that is their 
purpose and function. But oh how much trouble our developing in this way has 
caused! Many of the problems of the world are caused by our fascination with, and 
use of, words, words in which we locate Far too much, and too petrified, a meaning, 
raising concepts or ideas invented pragmatically to the Fictional status of absolutes 
we then Feel a need to defend or argue over. But these are just words and, as such, 
are all pragmatic Fictions. Their distinctions are not real or actual and they only 
even exist because of some human purpose in using them. Setting the words aside, 


all is related to everything else, the distinctions dissolve and all becomes one 


1447 


harmony interacting as it can. This is Zenarchy. So if and when a Zen sage may 
suggest “nothing is real” or “everything is illusion” this is what they mean, that 
words are not real and neither is the human thinking that they enable. Language is 
but the means to human fiction-making about what is - and not least that it is! At 


least, this is the Zen way of no-thinking. 


Zen does this not to posit its own reality but not to posit at all. Positing is the 
problem and so not the solution to the illusion of control we unreflective humans 
are often all too ready to engage in. This, once more, is a place where Zen and 
Anarchism share complimentary values if they are prepared to take each other 
seriously. Zen does not deny that things exist and that there is reality but it is an 
attitude of stubborn refusal to control it by means of language - which is where 
any and all control ultimately begins. Think about forms of control and 
authoritarianism - the bane of an anarchist’s existence - and realise that how we 
talk and think is where such things begin in the designation of this as this and that 
as that. Zen denies that this is this or that that is that and this is why it Focuses on 
being awake to this and in taking part in an interrelated, cosmically-contextual, 
radically unnameable existence beyond words. Ask a Zen sage what the theory of 
Zen is and you will get a furrowed brow of befuddled bemusement in reply. But ask 
them what the practice of Zen is and they will studiously return to going about 
their business with a smile. Zenarchy, thinks Kerry Thornley, consequently, is 
“proceed[ing] directly to Freedom without waiting until all society joins the 
struggle.” And so “Without a transition phase where a self-appointed vanguard 
rules on behalf of the masses, it avoids the danger that such an elite will never 


relinquish power in the end” which is certainly one way to answer the traditional 
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anarchist question of how, from where we are, we proceed to anarchy. Zenarchy, 
thinks Thornley, proceeds by engaging in the Zenarchy that already always exists 
and it utilizes an ability that we all already have - to see things, and so to act, 


differently, to partake in the Freedom that always already exists. 


Kerry Thornley views his combination of a Zen, meditative approach to life with a 
politically anarchist outlook as having particular practical consequences we should 
not be surprised to learn. This, First of all, issues in a number of changes to our 
lifestyles to be made. The first of these is that we must liberate ourselves From 
“authoritarian-submissive” brainwashing that is fed to us with our mother’s milk. 
But this does not necessarily make our lives “better” or “easier” for our liberation 
also requires our taking responsibility For it. A slave is a slave but, at the same time, 
they are also relieved of responsibility for themselves. Freedom from authoritarian 
contexts requires the ability to engage in “independence of being” - as Thornley 
puts it. Living in a non-authoritarian way, however, entails engaging in another 
Form of being and one that will be entirely new to many of us. We need to embrace 
this. What this looks like if we do, thinks Thornley, is something like what Zhuangzi 
envisages when he says “The true people of old were kind to one another without 
knowing it was called compassion. They deceived no one and did not know it was 
called honesty. They were reliable and did not know it was called dependability. 
They lived together freely giving and taking and did not know it was called 
generosity. For this reason their actions have not been recorded and they made no 
history.” This is Zenarchy because it is not knowing - it is not done for some 
predetermined beneficial purpose [beneficial to us, that is] - but quite naively and 


innocently. People take responsibility for their independence and do not seek to 
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control each other as those with newly unconditioned minds. 


The second change to our lifestyle is a matter of economic independence as 
Thornley notes that “Marx and Kropotkin and other revolutionaries have observed 
[that] trying to attain and maintain psychological liberation under deficient 
material conditions is practically impossible.” This also, obviously, spills over into 
matters of working conditions and the basic capitalist organisation of society for, 
be in no doubt, capitalism does shape society in certain ways. It is not by chance 
that billionaires do no more work than many other kinds of workers but, somehow, 
their labour is worth much more than that of others. Yet this is not merely a social 
phenomenon but a personal reality for each individual too. Economic 
independence means breaking this system and forging a new, Zenarchic, existence. 
Thornley sees the embryo of this in Henry David Thoreau’s observation that “we 
are not rich according to what we possess, but according to the number of things 
we can do without.” In this | see that independence is also a practice and that it is 
not one encouraged by either authority or submission to it. To be independent, live 


independently insofar as you can. 


This leads into Thornley’s third change of lifestyle which is the need for forms of 
communication of our own [for the usual ones are owned and maintained by 
capital]. In his day this was the periodical and the newsletter but things have 
moved on since then as we know. Yet now with Facebook and Twitter and the like 
we only have further Forms of capitalist control. These are not the Friends of the 
Zenarchist and if we would be independent and free in our communications with 


each other we still need to create our own channels. Thornley calls these necessary 
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parallel channels and this also applies to his fourth change in lifestyle, trade. We 
need parallel means of trade too [“systems free from inflation and usury”] and 
Thornley thinks of these in libertarian terms [as a man speaking from the 1960s on 
the West Coast of the USA would]. He imagines this as Zenarchists creating their 


own families or tribes who are creating their own liberated spaces. 


Yet there is still the issue of “objective Freedom” itself and this is Thornley’s Fifth 
and Final lifestyle change. He expresses it in the problematic “Now that you have 
your freedom [having engaged lifestyle changes 1 through 4], how will you hide it 
from robbers?” Here Thornley notes that all power is ultimately held at the barrel 
of a gun [a symbol of physical force] and that, sooner or later, it may show up at 
the door of even the ardent social libertarian who has distanced themselves from 
capitalist society to live in their own peace. One needs to think how one is going to 
deal with this and take responsibility For it and confront it. Zenarchy may spring 
From an attitude of mind, but it must be grounded in lived existence in order to be 
a practice. Zenarchy is not sitting in a trance while the world goes on around you 
oblivious but the practice of a meditative ordinary and every day existence that 
both acknowledges how things are claimed to be yet also sees that for the Fiction 


that it is. 


Besides changes to our lifestyles which make Zenarchy a practice of daily life, one 
also has to imagine how this becomes a social phenomenon and what this might 
then lead to. To this end, Thornley speaks of a Zenarchist “No Politics”, an “art of 
steadfastly Failing to provide political leadership and, by having as little to do with 


political power as possible, thereby transforming the empire.” This is because “the 
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spirit of Freedom is the Fundamental ordering principle of the whole universe” and 
Thornley here makes use of Daoist examples of living with the seasons of nature in 
simple, untheorized harmony as an example of how to live. He also recalls that 
Siddartha Gautama achieved enlightenment by simply sitting under a tree whilst 
doing nothing according to the Buddhist myth. It is in living in liberty that one may 
be Free and Thornley expresses a preference for the “natural law” he finds in the 
Zhuangzi and the Daodejing which he thinks is better preserved in the Zen 
tradition than in what would become formal and religious Daoism. This he sees, 
quoting Alan Watts, as “a desire to model human life upon the observable 
principles of nature as distinct From the arbitrary principles of a social order resting 
upon violence.” It is certainly true to say that Thornley’s Zenarchy seems to carry 
its 1960s pacifist and non-confrontational heart on its sleeve. Thus, “the best 


defense is no offense at all.” 


Thornley distills his Zenarchic thinking into several “principles” towards the end of 
his book. These are “Useful especially for keeping in mind the overall context 
relating to every decision, they are not to be confused with the specific sensory 
data of thought.” He formulates them not least because “without principles 
pertaining to... sources of oppression we cannot assure that in liberating in one 
area we'll not become oppressors ourselves in another.” Thornley concedes that 
throwing off their various oppressions will not be popular with all oppressed 
people but he is writing for those with whom it might be. Thus it is that he speaks 
out against prisons as breeders of crime rather than hindrances to it, adding that 
“We endeavor to educate the populace toward a Permanent Universal Abolition of 


Retribution, resulting in Government by Strike and Not by Gun.” In addition to this, 
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Thornley also speaks in Favour of information and against public ignorance due to 
commercial or governmental secrecy as well as criticizing a “system of land tenure 
[which] would require inhabitants of this planet to pay Fees for the dubious 
privilege of living [t]here”. These both, of course, are forms of control and Thornley 
is, naturally enough, against them on Zenarchist grounds. It is For the same reason 
that Thornley positions himself against the contemporary system of banking 
[which is mostly based on the extension of credit and so on debt]. Instead, he 
wants a system where people extend their own credits in their own currency and 
“where money is a convenient symbol of credit and nothing more.” This is 
essentially a decentralization of monetary control which deleverages those who 


have power based on [the control of] wealth. 


Thornley’s Fifth principle is to counteract “absentee control of the workplace” 
which he sees as “the root of all oppression [or at least most of it]”. He sees this as 
part of a system based on “private credit monopolies and regulated currency” 
which determine who succeeds in business in the first place. But Thornley thinks 
that, “In a Free society, where people can issue their own money backed with 
collateral or credit instead of having to obtain loans or investments, both 
communism and the free market are possible. In order to abolish absentee bossism 
Zenarchy calls for a Permanent Universal Absentee Boss Lock Out and the 
Complete Deregulation of Nonabsentee Entrepreneurs. We seek to combine the 
working class and the petty bourgeoisie in a powerful surge against both cartel 


capitalism and statist socialism.” 
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This itself is part of a strategy described in his sixth principle which seeks to “resist 
all Forms of coercive authority”, something which resists all forms of conscription 
and human slavery of varying types as well. This also includes resistance against 
increasingly technological surveillance and runs into Thornley’s seventh principle, 
that “liberation is For everybody”. This entails opposition to “racism, sexism and the 
persecution of intellectual minorities” and the creation of “Self-Selecting 
Intentional Neighborhoods” based on “rais[ing] consciousness against 
discrimination that dehumanizes any individual human being.” Taken together, 
Thornley thinks of such principles as establishing and maintaining an insurgent 
Zenarchist revolutionary tradition that can begin with any individual who lets go of 
what they've been taught, the narratives they have been given and the words that 


they were couched in. 


Thornley even ends his book with a series of “Zen Koans” or strategies for this. One 
is that “As you are walking the streets or riding a public conveyance imagine 
yourself the Father or mother of each person you look at — regardless of age. See 
all adults as your grown children, contemplating them one at a time even if that 
makes you Feel a hundred years old.” A further one is the observation that “Three- 
fourths of philosophy and literature is the talk of people trying to convince 
themselves that they really like the cage they were tricked into entering.” Yet 
another, the last sentence of the book, is the remembrance of yet another 
anecdote from Zhuangzi: “The absent-minded man cannot remember his bad 
deeds; he cannot remember his good deeds.” All these play into the state of “no- 
mind” encouraged by Zen, the meditative life of the blank slate without words. 


They encourage an interconnected unity of things that are all part of a whole that 
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are stripped of their artificial and egocentric meanings and designations. Yet, as 
King Mob asks in a short essay called “Zen and the Art of Anarchy”: “why the hell 


should | devote time and energy to this?” 


The question is immediately answered: 


“Because we (anarchists) must become the living batteries of the future, 
ambassadors of the new society, visions of a possible, better Future.. Mass 
capitalist society weans us from having to know how to live and think. It makes us 

soft and weak, dependent on the very consumerist civilization we claim to oppose. 
The age of convenience has made us lazy — lazy in body and in mind, addicted to 
convenience and instant results. Anarchists must therefore contain fragments of 


the new society within themselves, in our hearts and minds” 


This is where Zen, and Zenarchy, comes into its own for it begins by wanting to 
wipe away everything we thought we knew, rendering it illusion and fiction, a 
cause of suffering and sorrow. Buddhism as a whole, and not just its Chinese Ch’an 
and Japanese Zen offshoots, is clear about this, for example, in the almost 
universally embraced Buddhist text, The Dhammapada [“the way of cosmic law and 


order” ], which begins: 


“All that we are is the result of what we have thought: it is 


Founded on our thoughts, it is made up of our thoughts.” 
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The Dhammapada itself, an ancient collection of supposed utterances of Siddartha 
Gautama, is essentially a collection of sayings regarding how to live ethically and 
with enlightenment. This, quite importantly, is regarded as a pro-active activity [an 
understanding certainly carried over into Zen], a necessity For each individual, and 
is not something that someone else can do for you. As the 165th verse says, For 
example, “Only a person can be the master of themselves: who else From outside 
could be their master? When the master and servant are one, then there is true 
help and self-possession.” This picks up on Kerry Thornley’s observation that we 
can each begin, now, where we are and that, in fact, this may always be the only 
way we can begin. Yet it comes with an intellectual insight: “When a person 
considers this world as a bubble of Froth, and as the illusion of an appearance, then 
the king of death has no power over them”, the 170th verse, but which is mirrored 
earlier in the text, at the 46th verse, by “The one who knows that their body is the 
foam of a wave, the shadow of a mirage, they break the sharp arrows of 
temptation, concealed in the Flowers of sensuous passions and, unseen by the king 
of death, they go on and Follow their path.” It is Fear of harm, with death being the 
ultimate harm, that is used to frighten and control us. Yet Zen tells us that we 
should not Fear death - for we were never alive as we imagined to begin with. Life 
is not life and death is not death. We need to pass beyond this understanding by 


letting it go. We need, in fact, to embrace Zenarchy. 


A reading of The Dhammapada could be said to lead to the interpretation that the 
text is about the swapping of an earthly, egocentric interpretation of life For a 
“cosmic” one - but this is only one interpretation. The text is certainly preoccupied 


with the mind and with self-control [or “self-possession”] and with a pro-active 


1456 


attention to such things. This text is divided into sections composed of multiple 
verses and, as if to illustrate my point here, the second of these is on 
“watchfulness” [and so against Foolishness, ignorance and carelessness] whilst the 
Following section is a selection of verses on “the mind”. The mind's enemy here is 
“death”, something concerned with being locked up by attachment to sensual 
passions and desires. The antidote is thought to be self-control and “harmony”. So 
important is the mind in The Dhammapada, in fact, that it is regarded as a person's 
greatest enemy and the overcoming of it as a person's greatest imaginable victory. 
Verses 103-105 say it plainly that “the greatest of victories is the victory over 
oneself.” Similarly, “the wise man” is described as one who “surrenders the 
bondage of attachments” [89] and “infinite freedom” is found to come when 
“thoughts are peace” [96]. The wise, we learn here, “control their own minds” [80, 
cf. 145] but “nirvana”, the enlightened goal on the Buddhist path, is neither a 


matter of wealth nor human reputation [75]. 


In this text it is “the Fool” who thinks they have offspring and wealth when, in 
truth, they do not even own themselves [62]. The ideal of the Buddha [an 
awakened one] is to be awake and watchful, finding peace in deep contemplation 
and Finding joy in giving up the world as the illusion that it is. This involves doing 
good not evil and The Dhammapada is Full of injunctions not to harm others or 
even any living things insofar as one can. It promulgates love as that which can 
conquer hate [5] and peace as the internal state which frees each one of us From 
fear and wrongdoing [209]. It is, thus, true to say that this text primarily Focuses on 
individual transformation as a means to transforming the world although it is 


never seemingly put like this. Put simply, if people must be free then The 
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Dhammapada, as an example of a Buddhist text, thinks that this can only occur if a 
person is at peace with themselves and the cosmos that they inhabit and which 
they, or any narratives that they may still cherish, do not control. This is a matter of 
self-training [323] and cannot be achieved by making others unhappy by one’s 
actions [291]. “Empty the boat of your life, O human being; when empty it will 
swiftly sail. When empty of passions and harmful desires you are bound for the 
land of nirvana” [369]. Consequently, the Buddhist saint is “the one who wanders 
without a home in this world” and who “leaves behind the desires of the world” 
[415]. Such a person is free from bondage to other human beings, to gods and 
even to “all things in creation” [417]. Such a person “has nothing and desires 


nothing” [421]. This is Zenarchy. 


It is in this radical unhooking, then, in radical non-attachment, where Zen and 
anarchism meet to make Zenarchy. This is both Fundamentally personal - a 
deprogramming of oneself and so the creation of a new you with new priorities 
and a new direction - but also social in consequence - as Kerry Thornley tries to 
show in his book Zenarchy. Simply explained, Zenarchy is enlightened individuals 
who, when added together, become more enlightened societies. It is vital to the 
understanding of this to understand that this involves nothing but your action to 
make it so. You do not need to be in any special position or take any special steps. 
Each one of us, right now, to varying degrees, can decide we are going to live 
differently. We can, each of us, decide what matters and what doesn’t - or even if 
anything does. Our lives, says Zen after Buddhism, are what we think and they are 
created by our thoughts. But they are then practiced by our actions which are 


shaped by our thoughts. Zenarchy suggests we start practicing the anarchy that we 
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already exist as a part of right here and right now for there is nothing to wait For 
and all we need is to actually do it. Thornley seems to say this explicitly and seems 
to imagine such people forming their own communities and arranging their own 
lives, perhaps by creating communes or homesteads were such like-minded people, 
thought of as Families or tribes, can live together in peace with changed lives. Why 
is it, exactly, that we cannot do this? Because it has not been taught to us as 
“normal”? Zenarchy says that this is exactly the point and that humans have 
become slaves to their own thinking when they should be no-thinking. Zenarchy 
says that anarchy is already in our grasp and all that we need to do is let go of 
“normal” to enter into it. Zenarchy tells us that “normal” makes us slaves and that 
“doing what we are told” or “acting how we are supposed to” are our illegitimate 
masters. This is not anarchy but control. Zenarchy invites us to see through the 
humanly fabricated conventions that have formed and shaped our lives - and which 
will pass away - and to embrace the anarchy that was always there all along and to 
turn it into both a social principle and a rolling social experiment based on millions 


of cases of personal enlightenment. 


| finish this chapter with a couple of Zen koans. These are, broadly speaking, 
educational tools often used within Zen practice by Zen masters to teach their 
students. In some ways they might be seen as riddles but one should remember 
that practitioners of Zen are not thinkers but no-thinkers. So one needs to keep 
that in no-mind as one engages with them. My first example comes from a book 
called The Blue Cliff Record which is a collection of Ch’an koans From the early 12th 
century. It also includes annotations and commentary on the koans by a Ch’an 


master. So important was this text thought to be that when Dogen, one of the 
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primary instigators of Japanese Zen, learned of the collection the night before he 
was due to leave China to go back to Japan, legend has it that he sat up all night 
copying the text by hand so that he could take it with him. Now my modern, 
English edition of this book runs to around 600 pages so the legendary nature of 
this story only serves to emphasise the book's imagined importance! 

My first koan is taken from the second of the one hundred koans in the Blue CLifF 
Record. It is ascribed to a 9th century Ch’an master called Zhaozhou Congshén and 


it goes as follows: 


“The Ultimate Path is without difficulty; 
Just avoid picking and choosing. 
Just don’t love or hate, 


And you'll be lucid and clear.” 


My second koan comes from a different text, The Gateless Gate, a 13th century 
collection of 48 koans used in Zen teaching of that time. This text and the last one, 
in Fact, are both favoured in the modern Rinzai Zen tradition which is one of the 
two main forms of Zen practiced in Japan to this day. The title of this text is also a 
riddle in itself as a “gateless gate” is no gate at all, the meaning being that we 
should seek to pass to enlightened living through a barrier that does not exist For 
it only Fictionally exists in our own thinking. It is the First koan of this text that | will 


use and it again concerns Zhaozhou Congsheén: 


“A monk asked Zhaozhou, a Chinese Zen master: Does a dog have Buddha-nature 


or not? Zhaozhou answered: Mu [No or Nothing].” 
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Now this second koan, by itself, will seem a little hard to understand for the 
uninitiated as it relies on the Zen understanding of the particular word “Mu” [a 
negative] in Japanese or “Wu” in Chinese. The Gateless Gate, however, comes not 
merely with a collection of koans but with commentary upon them by the Zen 
master known in Japanese as Mumon Ekai. In his commentary here Mumon 
suggests that passing through the barrier of understanding of this word “Mu” is 
the key to Zen. The point here, of course, is not to take the conventional meaning 
of this word and regard it as a conventional sentence based in analytical thinking. 
“Mu” can truly mean “no” or “nothing” but this is not the Zen point. We are here 
thinking about passing through a gateless gate and gaining a new and different 
context, a new awareness. The practitioner of Zen seeks Freedom from the 
paralysing conventions of analysis which only lead, once again, to the distracting 


illusions of more human fiction and rhetoric by which we are controlled. 


So what is the answer here? It is, | think, that the question, as asked, is a 
misunderstanding and so that a yes or no answer to it is beside the point. “Mu” 
here then means something like “not applicable” because for the non-analytical 
Zen no-thinker, the question is unanswerable and beside the point. Thus, Mumon 
says in his commentary that answering yes or no is a mistake, is to lose something, 
and so “Mu” here cannot simply mean “no”. This also makes sense of other 
interpretations which have argued that “Mu” here is a cosmic negation rather than 
a literal-analytical one. The point of the koan is then to inculcate and educate in 
regard to contemplative experience rather than to rather blandly answer a rather 
bland question. What we must then learn is to “unask the question” for no answer 


exists in the terms provided. As such, we can perhaps now see how such a koan is 
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about changing our thoughts and so our minds and ultimately our actions as the 
beginning of a pathway into Zen and so Zenarchy. In this tradition it always begins 
with the mind and everything Flows From this anarchy which is always there waiting 
for us to go through its gateless gate. With this appreciation of the second koan 
the injunction of the First, not to pick and choose, then Finds its own meaning and 


sense. 


ANARCHOPRIMITIVISM: AN INTERACTION WITH JOHN ZERZAN 


John Zerzan is primarily known within the world of anarchism as an 
anarchoprimitivist philosopher. A read of his books, essays and interviews, as well 
as a listen to his radio shows or a watch of his videos, reveals him to be an 
exceedingly well read man with a sophisticated grasp of what we might call 
“intellectual history”. Zerzan is clearly a man at home discussing ideas and when he 
writes or speaks this is often what he in Fact does. As an anarchoprimitivist, Zerzan 
is one who believes that civilisation - not least in its technologization, 
industrialisation, centralisation and domestication - is the major problem the earth 
and its people face. Thus, the “primitivism” to which Zerzan speaks is a literal 
primitivism, the lack of socio-technological organisation which shapes human 
society and regards the earth as resources for human purposes. It is, thus, a “de- 
domestication” or a “re-wilding” of the earth that Zerzan refers to as a primitivism. 
Consequently, Zerzan prefers a “hunter-gatherer” model For human existence - 
Finding this both healthier and more ecologically sound as a whole - and he regards 
the day agriculture was invented as the beginning of the end for this planet. As Far 


as Zerzan is concerned, most of the Left, including even the anarchist or Marxist 
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Left, have misunderstood the situation if they think that a Marxist or anarchist 
version of “now” can be created to our common benefit with remnants of 
civilisation left intact. For Zerzan, “now” needs to be unmade and an 


anarchoprimitive, utopian Future needs to be created in its stead. 


Zerzan has written and said much about this over many years and, clearly, one 
approach | could take now in writing about him and his philosophy would be to 
analyse his books, in which he sets out the problematic as he sees it and argues for 
his solutions, and attempt to summarise them accurately and concisely for my own 
readers. But I’m not going to do that. IF you want to read, listen to or watch John 
Zerzan share his views there is an Internet full of them that are readily available 
and | would hope that anyone who has been bold enough to be reading this now 
has the wherewithal to search out Zerzan for themselves if that is what they want 
to do. Instead, | have decided [fairly randomly] to write an essay on Zerzan here 
created From Fragments of interviews he has given in the past and which he has 
listed on his own website at https://www.johnzerzan.net/articles/. What results 
From this will be a new piece, in interview Format, that | have created myself. The 
questions will be those put to Zerzan by those who asked him the questions in the 
respective interviews and anything | write as Zerzan’s own responses will be things 
he actually is reported to have said in response to the questions he was asked. But 
there will also be an additional third component to my essay which will be my own 
comments and critiques [and sometimes musings or extrapolations] on Zerzan’s 
answers. This essay, then, will set out a bare-bones account of Zerzan’s own views 
[which the reader is free to supplement with their own research] and will add to 


them some of my own thoughts on the subjects raised. For the interviews as they 
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were originally presented please refer to the link on Zerzan’s website that | gave 


above. (My thoughts are listed below as “DE”.) 


Q1: You have been called an anarcho-primitivist, and an eco-anarchist. For the 


uninitiated, can you give us an idea of your world view? 


Zerzan: In sum, anarcho-primitivism is the conclusion that if the Future isn’t 
somehow primitive, there won’t be a future. Every past civilization has failed and 
this one, the only one left, is rapidly on the road to self-destruction. The key Force 
or ethos of civilization is domestication, starting with animals and plants and 
always going forward. It is control, ever deepening and extending, including 
nanotechnology and total surveillance. Free life disappears along with the health 
of the biosphere itself. This or that reform which does not tackle the nature of 


civilization, which is domestication, is superficial and Futile. 


DE: There is much about Zerzan’s basic position regarding “the problem” that | 
agree with. | agree with the basic notion that “civilisation” whole and entire as an 
interlocking system is both the issue and the problem, for example. | agree that 
this civilisation is what is killing us and causing our ills as a way of life into which we 
are thrust. | think, as John Zerzan might well say elsewhere, that civilisation 
proceeds by means of consumption and destruction and so that it carries within it 
the seeds of its own death - for all it largely does is destroy. | also agree, although | 
had not thought of it this way before, that “domestication” is one of the central 
activities of civilisation - and that for “domestication” we should read “control”. 


Since | also share Zerzan’s anarchist impulses, | see this necessarily as a burden and 
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a problem. Civilisation, as Zerzan suggests, is inimical to freedom and it is, thus, the 


enemy of anything that wants to be Free. 


Q2: In 1994 you wrote in your book Future Primitive and Other Essays that “Never 
before have people been so infantilized, made so dependent on the machine For 
everything; as the earth rapidly approaches its extinction due to technology, our 
souls are shrunk and flattened by its pervasive rule.” How do you Feel things have 


gone in the years since then? 


Zerzan: That quote is even more obviously valid now than it was in 1994. In Fact the 
pace of the thing has increased. Extinction of species, empty lives, the whole 
pathological totality worsens. Now we have rampage shootings as an everyday 
phenomenon, rising chronic illnesses and suicide rates and a more and more 
poisoned physical environment, to mention just a bit of it. Hollow lives staring at 
screens, the sense of no Future, the direction could not be more stark. Avoidance, 
denial are understandable given how bad it’s getting but Facing up to reality must 


happen. 


DE: Zerzan is at his best in his analysis of the problem. It is not remotely difficult to 
show the problems that civilisation - which is a human choice - creates. If 
civilisation is a human choice and if it does create problems - from pollution to 
soulless, conveyor belt lives, to mental health issues to exploitation of resources 
and people and much more besides - then these things are also choices, or, at least, 
choices somebody has made and then forced others to accept. In asking what type 


of lives civilisation leads to, Zerzan is asking the right question. In arguing that we 
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need to change on the biggest scale possible - at the level of civilisation - he is 


making a fundamental point. 


Q3: You think the main era when it all went wrong, when the ecological crises 
began, was the Neolithic revolution. Is it not unfair to say that traditional 


agricultural societies exploited nature? 


Zerzan: Well, in a way, you could say it's a relative thing. Traditional agriculture is 
very much a barrier to industrial, mass agriculture. Understood. But the real 
turning point is the qualitative one, domestication itself. So if that is problematic, 
which | think it is, then really any form of agriculture, any form of domestication, is 
already domestication, which opens the doors to the horrors of today. You get rid 
of the top soil, you raise Food that has no taste, and fifty other things that we 


know about. 


DE: It is key to Zerzan’s argument that it is when we began to domesticate things - 
beginning with agriculture - that this is where the rot set in. | am not out of 
sympathy with him in seeing this as the thin end of the wedge. Isn’t this what 
Diogenes was complaining about, at least partly, when he stood up and said “NO!” 
to civilisation 2,350 years ago? Isn't domestication essentially a will to control put 
into organisational practice? Doesn’t this same impulse to organise and control 
motivate surveillance cameras and state police? Isn’t it the same motive which now 
drives corporations to create genetic mutations of plants which prioritise yield 
over quality of product? This all begins, as Zerzan rightly says, in the desire to 


domesticate and it is, consequently, a desire to be wary of and to be resisted. 
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Q4: How can you convince people to give up technology? 


Zerzan: It won’t happen unless people get tired of more and more mediation. IF 
you're going to be content to be a zombie staring at your little screen, of course, 


nothing will happen. I’m hopeful that people are going to find that pretty dull. 


Q5: When did you have your epiphany about all of this? 


Zerzan: | didn’t have one epiphany. | began to see that there is an intentionality to 
technology. It isn’t just some neutral thing. The Industrial Revolution wasn’t just 
about economics. As Foucault says, it was more about imposing discipline. It 
started to dawn on me, maybe technology has always been that way. People are 
not yet thinking too much about it, but Hollywood is thinking about it. Look at Her. 
Look at Transcendence. These are amazing movies that just put it right on the 
table. You want more technology? You want to be absolutely dehumanized and 


humiliated? This is what it looks like. 


DE: On the desktop of my laptop there sits the PDF file of a book | have, so Far, not 
read. It is Ray Kurzweil’s book, The Singularity is Near. Kurzweil thinks of himself as 
a “Futurist” and is widely publicised as a man who wants to live long enough to see 
technology take over completely so that the baton is passed from human beings to 
machines as the rulers of the earth. For some reason, Kurzweil seems to find this 
proposition [and what he imagines to be the consequent extension of human life 
by technological means, not least his own,] appealing. Since | can never quite bring 


myself to read his books and get the full scoop on his vision | am left to guess at it - 
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but being nearer to Zerzan’s mentality | Feel sure | would read only with increasing 


horror. 


You see, | agree again with Zerzan here. Technology isn’t neutral. Even the later 
Heidegger of the 1950s and beyond knew that. Technology shapes and affects our 
lives. It is why Terry Gilliam, in his 2013 dystopian film, The Zero Theorem, said it 
was about now when the characters in it were constantly bombarded with 
advertisements and were imagined at a party where none of those present 
interacted but, instead, danced around wearing earbuds and staring into screens. 
This is not a vision of the Freedom of humanity but of its increasing incarceration. 
Zerzan mentions the 2014 Film Transcendence in his reply and this is a Film | have 
written about myself in the second of a trilogy of novels | wrote a couple of years 
ago which basically addressed the semi-autobiographical scenario of isolated 
people in the modern world who only experience anything anymore through 
screens. Technology thus acts both to distance and control people but without 
ever physically interacting with them in human terms. This, as Zerzan sometimes 
says, is pathological in effect. Overall, we need to get away from the idea that 
technology is just a tool for, at the very least, it is a tool caught up in various often 
less than beneficial human ideologies against which the tools cannot protest and, 
at worst, is a means of self-destruction. Technology is not a good in itself and, in 
Zerzan’s critiques, we find the question “What is this really for?” asked as well as 
the question “Where will going down this path lead?” Both are questions that need 
to be asked and both are questions that some don’t ask and that others want to 
actively stop being asked. Technology is, thus, a tool of human purposes. But are 


all human purposes good? Not if you think we carry the seeds of our destruction 
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within us. 


Q6: Do you know of any communities that have decided to live like hunter- 


gatherers? 


Zerzan: The opportunities to do that now are extremely limited. | think that 
ultimately it will be possible, if we can reverse some of our tendencies, including 
the unnatural population, which is so largely a Function of (a) domestication and (b) 
industrialisation. IF that's what causes the really out-of-balance population, then if 
you remove those two things, then the population starts to go down, probably. But 
the experiments are somewhat limited because now everything is working against 
it. It's just very difficult. | know people who are pursuing these things in North 
America - they're trying to see what can be done, without a whole lot of capital. 
They don't have a huge amount of money to buy a huge amount of land, but 


they're going Forward to tackle these things, in a practical way. 


DE: John Zerzan is known for having hope, hope that civilisation will be averted 
and not just merely diverted into better, more healthy, more ecological ways. For 
Zerzan, nothing but a renunciation of civilisation will do but, as | say, he remains 
Full of hope that this is possible and even argues that now, at the height of 
technological “achievement”, at the pinnacle of “progress”, it is good to be an 
anarchoprimitivist. Yet it is when he moves onto what he would like to see instead 
of civilisation that the problems begin For me. This is not because | disagree with 
his description of the problem, as should already be clear. Neither is it because | 


think that no civilisation would be worse than having civilisation. | would describe 
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myself as anti-civilisationist myself, in Fact. | can certainly nod along with nearly all 


the comment on its deleterious effects that Zerzan is willing to give. 


However, the problem for me is more philosophical than this and its in the Fact that 
Zerzan clearly wants to change the world whole and entire and he thinks its a 
problem for which he [and, in theory, all of us] are made responsible. He thinks 
that it is up to us to “change things for the better” - whatever that better may be. 
My problem with this, as should be becoming clear through each succeeding article 
of this book, is that | just don’t. Zerzan finds himself here in the same trap as every 
other anarchist of a political persuasion when he has to face the question of how 
we get from A, where we are now, to B, where the given anarchist thinks we should 
end up. This inevitably leads to talk of “transition periods” or of necessary stages 
society must go through before “anarchy” is achieved. It should be clear to see 
from the previous essays already in this book that | Find this conception of things 
wholly impossible and the equivalent of banging one’s head against a wall and 
hoping to cure your headache. So Zerzan, for all his apparent radicality in one 
respect, that he wants to sweep civilisation away, is actually stuck in the same trap 
as every other political anarchist from another point of view. IF your anarchism is a 
getting from point A, this political state of affairs, to point B, the state of political 
affairs hoped for, how is that going to happen? | have not yet found any answer to 
this question which seems remotely convincing save the one | am already speaking 
to in this book - which is to say that it must be a matter of evolution on the 
personal level that spreads to the social and political. But, as can be seen in some 
of the other Forms of anarchism | have discussed in these pages, even that would 


be meddlesome and inappropriate For some of those discussed. For them, anarchy 
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is already here and we don’t make it. We just live in it as best we can. So it is 
important to see that Zerzan’s hope is based on a very specific view of anarchy, 


what it is and how it is achieved. In short, he thinks it is by human action. 


Q7: Anarcho-primitivists consider technology to be evil, but at the same time they 


use technology to spread their ideas. Are they hypocrites? 


Zerzan: The way | look at it is: Where's the free choice? Sometimes I'm told: "Well, if 
you were really a primitivist you'd live in a cave. You wouldn't be doing a radio 
show that streams all over the world." That's sort of true, but how can you make a 
contribution if everybody's online? IF you don't have email, you're not in 
communication with people. | don't like it, but I'm not just going to sit in my room 
and sulk, or go off to a cave and ignore everything. | try to point out that 
contradiction. Actually, | know people - you know, green anarchist types who | 
totally respect - who don't do email. They refuse. But as every day or week or 
month goes along | realise that they - and I'm in contact with them - don't know 
what's going on. They just don't. | couldn't do my weekly radio show without all 
these sources that depend on technology. We wouldn't even know about the crisis 
of the environment. It's a sad situation that we're so removed, that we can't have 
the direct contact, but at the moment that's the way it is. So it seems a little 


privileged to just say: "I refuse". It doesn't get you anywhere. 


But it's a continuing discussion. In fact, | have Friends that completely refuse to 


have anything to do with media - pretty much any media. But we're trying to start a 


dialogue, we're trying to have more communication, and if you are too pure to talk 
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to people, what's the point? That goes under the heading of ‘practical needs of the 
anarcho-primitivist movement’. We have a chance to discuss things and spread 
different perspectives that maybe people haven't heard of, haven't thought about. 


How do you do that? 


| remember, well, writing letters. Obviously, now, people don't write letters. When 
| first started doing public speaking | wrote to a friend who'd done a lot of 
university speaking, and | said: "Can you share with me some addresses so that | 
could write to them?" There was this pause and he said: "Write to them?" And he 
knew | meant ‘write a letter’. He said: "You're an idiot. You can write them a letter, 
but you won't get an answer. They won't have the time to write you a letter." And | 
was really depressed - | didn't realise that it had already gotten to that place. So 
then | said: "Well, I'm going to have to surrender my virginity - I'm going to have to 
get an email account like everybody else, and that's the way it is." As soon as we 
get rid of that, I'll be happy. But here we are. People don't even have Face-to-face 


communication anymore. It's pathetic, it's awful. 


DE: What we can see here is that Zerzan sees no point in “anarchism” unless we are 
intending to get somewhere tangible with it. He views those who have no real 
concern with changing the whole as, essentially, wasting their time or acting in 
“privileged” ways. Indeed, what stands out to me from his answer above is the 
Following line: “So it seems a little privileged to just say: "I refuse”. It doesn't get 


you anywhere.” 
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But where is it we are supposed to be going? What, in the end, is Zerzan’s hope and 
is it realistic? | must admit, no doubt to his disappointment, that | don’t think it is. 
What about human history, about which he is not the least informed person in the 
world, is it which tells John Zerzan that hope for a decivilised, de-domesticated, 
uncontrolling human world is likely or even possible? Could it not realistically be 
the case that the destructive gene is not in civilisation but in those who made it, 
US? Is not this self-destruction ours and so is it not a willful blindness to hope or 
imagine that everything we know about us and our history might suddenly change? 
This, | hope, is not to be basically pessimistic or cynical about human beings. As | 
observe my own species, they are capable of both great compassion and great 
harm - and even harming where harming others also harms themselves. But | don’t 
see my species as special or separate or gifted. | don’t look at us either through 
rose-tinted glasses or through the blackest of moods. We are animals, animals as 
animal as any other. | don’t even see any reason to say we have any special 
intelligence for | can list too many things we have done to ourselves and our home 
planet which are screaming out the opposite of intelligence and reasoned thought. 
So it is not a matter of pessimism or cynicism. It is a matter of balanced judgment, 
though, and its hard to see how the evidence of human behaviour leads to hope 
for the Futures of many, if not all of us. In Fact, | even wonder if life is about that, 


philosophically speaking. 


Q8: You maintain a positive outlook with respect to the Future and believe that we 


must hope, without illusions, that everything is going to get better. Why do you 


think nihilism, pessimism, and despair are fashionable postures in modern society? 
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Zerzan: Well | hate to fall back on this cliché, but | think some of it is just 
generational. | was a child of the 60s, and I'm still somewhat infected by that. It 
was, at least for a little while, pretty magical. Kids who grew up in the 80s and 90s 
didn't ever see anything like that. | know there's a lot of cynicism, nihilism - "We're 
doomed, we can't do anything". It's understandable. You look around and 


everything keeps getting worse. You can see it with anarchists too. 


One thing | was surprised about, which | began to notice in the mid-to-late 90s, was 
that there were anarchists ready to fight who didn't think they were going to win. | 
remember, in Fact, one kid saying to me: "You don't think we're going to win, do 
you?" | didn't say anything, but | thought to myself: "Well, why would you take 
these chances if you don't think so?" | was kind of baffled, because you can go to 
prison, you can get your head beat in - it's not a game. Sometimes it can be a game, 
of course, but it can also be very serious. Thinking about it, | thought: "Well, | have 
a lot of respect, because he doesn't think it's possible to do, to change, but they 


Fight anyway." 


Q9: Why should we care what happens to us, or the world at this point? 


Zerzan: For those who don’t care about themselves or the world, all ideas are 


irrelevant, eh? Our work is not for cynics or others who prefer surrender. 


DE: Here it is again [in a separate interview originally]. To be cynical about 


changing the world is to “surrender”. But is it? Only within one formulation of the 


situation. Was Diogenes, the person from where we get the designation “Cynic”, 
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surrendering when he critiqued Athenian and Corinthian society in ancient Greece? 
It seems that history has recorded him as a man of [sometimes outrageous] virtue 
with an educative motivation - and the Cynics after himself as a school [if it was a 
school] which sought to make human beings better human beings. | wonder [and, 
without further research, | do not know] if Zerzan ever addresses this? When one 
thinks one’s task is to save the earth or redeem human society - not least in a post- 
anarchist context - one tends to think this is a matter of politics and 
reorganisation. Zerzan’s “de-domestication” is basically reorganisation since he 
conceives of it on a societal scale. This is not anarchy as Daoists or Cynics or even 
Zenarchy conceives of it at all. | read none of those as any form of “surrender” [a 
loaded word if ever there was one] but, rather, as ways of reconceptualising the 
context for life itself. OF course, if you think of the earth as a thing and the Funny 
creatures running around on it as its guardians then you will become puffed up 
with responsibility For it. But, casting our gaze wider than our own navels, can we 
really say this is so? Zerzan talks about “ideas” but, in that case, and as | hope this 
book is showing, there are more ideas than that we are the guardians of the earth 
and so we must take up this responsibility the universe has given us. Indeed, one 
such idea is that we should reconcile ourselves to the universe in its nature and, it 
seems, some wish to do exactly that. But that is, in truth, no “surrender” albeit the 


outcome may not be that which John Zerzan seeks. 


Q10: What do you consider the most positive aspects of a hunter-gatherer society 


as opposed to a modern one. 
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Zerzan: | think the main plus is that hunter-gatherer life was Face-to-face. In band 
society people were accountable, had to take responsibility. Whereas in mass 
society we have the opposite today, because of not despite technology. We are 
more and more isolated. Community, the Fundamental aspect of non-domesticated 
and non-industrial life, is gone. Full stop. Hence the shootings, by unmoored 
individuals, belonging to nothing. Less work, too. Civilization means always more 


work, not to mention chronic war and the objectification of women. 


DE: Zerzan hits on something here. Anarchism | see as fully entangled in the notion 
of responsibility, responsibility For oneself and one’s own, and, most importantly, 
responsibility which cannot be given away [not least through elections and 
electoralism] - although it can and should be shared in the best traditions of 
mutuality and volunteerism. Essentially, Zerzan is here talking about the clan or 
the tribe, people who feel a bond of compassion to each other and of an almost 
innocent consent to help and aid as need be. [Compare the anarchism of Jesus 
referred to above.| This is impossible to replicate once the scale becomes too 
large and the personal recognition is lost and the hands that are on the levers of 
power become too few but are simultaneously controlling huge multitudes. 
Perhaps one big consequence of civilisation has been the divide and rule activity it 
has brought to bear, exemplified in more contemporary times by increasing 
numbers of people who live alone in isolated boxes where they only communicate 
by non-intimate means. In many, many other forms of life, existence is constantly 
social and, indeed, it is the source of that life’s success. This, for example, is what 
the environmentalist and activist, George Monbiot, discusses under the rubric of 


human altruism and its necessity for cooperative and mutually beneficial human 
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success. Consequently, anything which desocialises life might be considered a 
threat to it, much as Zerzan argues domestication and civilisation has been. So 
even the most rugged individualist sometimes needs, and should welcome, a 


helping hand - For helping hands make life work. 


Q11: You're interested in the problem of domestication. How do you think we can 


reverse the process and de-domesticate ourselves? 


Zerzan: That's probably one of the most difficult challenges. What do we mean by 
re-wilding or de-domestication? What would that involve? That's pretty much a 
staggering thing, but there it is: IF you don't want to accept domestication, then by 
definition what you want is de-domestication - a wild and free approach. You know, 
people: they survived, they ate, they had variety, they had even better quality of 
Food, when it was wild. You know, that's something that's hard to imagine. "Wild 
wheat? Well, the wheat has got to be farmed." No, it doesn't - it grows there, and it 
has higher protein than other, domesticated wheat. These things exist in nature, 
and when they're suppressed, or removed, or replaced by domestication - which 
changes the nature of plant species (or animal species, for that matter) - that shift 
or change produces bad outcomes. But reversing the process of domestication - 


that, of course, is the mammoth thing. 


Noam Chomsky, for example, attacked us on this, saying, "This is madness, this is 
crazy: there are seven billion people on the planet. What are you talking about?!" 
Well, First of all, why are there seven billion people? He doesn't seem to be 


interested in what causes that, what drives that unnatural population. He also 
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makes it seem like we're in Favour of just pulling the plug overnight and then 'no 
more domestication’. Well, | don't know anyone who wants that. People would 
starve because we're not yet equipped for any kind of process of transition. We're 
just not. But it doesn't mean it's just a black and white thing. In Fact, that's one of 
the stereotypes: that primitivists go along the hospital corridor and pull the plugs 
out of people on respirators. Nobody wants to do that! But does the whole planet 
have to die, because of the grid, because of the machine of civilization that's killing 


everything? 


There are different ways to do things. Don't rule out these different approaches, 
which haven't even been tried. And even though there are huge obstacles - in 
terms of capital, in terms of land, the whole thing - it's not out of the question. | 
think it's not out of the question at all. For me, what it comes down to is: Are 
people happy with domestication, with leading domesticated lives? | think the 
answer is, resoundingly, 'no'. But they're not yet aware of it, or we haven't 
developed it - the whole thing: “Okay, what have you got? What's the alternative? 
That sounds good, but what does it mean? What actual thing are you getting at to 
give instead of?'” But | think we're getting to this place where the whole modernity 


thing is just insupportable. It's getting more and more nuts everyday. 


As an American, I'm acutely aware of these shootings. | talk about them almost 
every week on my radio show. It's getting worse everyday and it's spreading to 
other countries. Of course, it's not just the shootings - it's a lot of things, a lot of 
pathological outcomes, from more and more domestication. It's hard to argue that 


that isn't so. It is so, but it still could be kind of a dead end. Because you hear this 
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too: "| agree with everything you're saying. All these ideas are very valid. The 
observations are correct, and so forth. But you might as well argue against the sun 
coming up. In other words, you can't do anything about it, let's face it." That's the 
attitude that has to be overcome. It's the will to break out of this. And if you don't 
have that, well then nothing is going to change. You just keep taking more 
pharmaceutical drugs, and stumbling through the day, and hoping you won't get 
shot by some maniac. What kind of life is that? | think of parents with kids, our 
grandkids - what kind of life do you want for them? It's getting worse by the day. It 


really is. 


DE: IF you are an anarchist, the issue is Freedom versus control, it is liberty versus 
exploitation, it is voluntary mutuality versus coercion. The problems John Zerzan 
diagnoses are not difficult to name and define and even to show as the 
consequences of a domesticating civilisation. Yet | do not find Zerzan very 
convincing when he suggests that solutions are being rejected that have not even 
been tried yet. OF course they haven't. They haven’t because the controlling 
powers of this world don’t see Fit to utilise them [for profit, always for profit] and 
the rest have largely been lulled to sleep and induced not to ask uncomfortable 
questions about their lives and where they are headed. Does John Zerzan have a 
plan For getting From A to B? Little in his interview archive suggests so. He doesn’t 
want us acting alone and he doesn’t want us ignoring his problem [i.e. the problem 
as he defines it on his terms] and when it comes to doing something collectively he 
describes the situation as having “huge obstacles” to action. This, | think, is because 
he effectively wants us to stop going in the direction we have been going since 


human beings realised that hitting something with a rock could help you make an 
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artificial tool which could then help you do something else, etc. Zerzan actually 
says in one interview, “we all need to start relying Far less on technology. At the 
moment we're heading in the wrong direction, and we need to reverse it.” But 


how? 


Zerzan is, however, right to argue, for example in his essay “Why Primitivism?” 
From 2002 which is linked at the bottom of his interviews page, that human beings 
today are alienated from themselves and from their nature - which is essentially 
the same as from nature. [His quote of Freud here will do as an example: “The 
principal task of civilization, its actual raison d'etre, is to defend us against 
nature.”] We are biological beings born in the midst of a biosphere which is literally 
our life support system. This tends to suggest that this, and not the sterility of a 
technological world, is our home. But the problem is exactly that we have 
estranged ourselves From it. Many of us, especially in the richer parts of the world, 
eat meat but completely oblivious to the horrors of industrial meat production, a 
task | suspect many of us would suddenly find ourselves completely unable to 
perform personally if we suddenly had no other choice. Yet, in fact, much of the 
world goes on “behind the scenes” as far as we are concerned and we are cut off, 
shielded, From its utter viscerality, a viscerality that confronted each one of us 
directly in more primitive times, times in which people like Diogenes acted 
viscerally For education's sake. Zerzan himself seems unashamed to regard 
anarchoprimitivism as a kind of utopia wished or hoped for but | have in the past 
myself cautioned against thinking anarchy is a utopia or that anarchism is utopian 
in the practice of it. This, in the end, is one big difference between Zerzan and 


myself. I’m not looking for a new Eden and Zerzan probably is. 
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Yet, from my perspective, this can never be and Zerzan seeks an unachievable goal. 
This is not only a matter of being pragmatic about human history and character 
and direction of human travel, however. It is also about what you conceive anarchy 
to be and how it comes to be achieved - should you make the mistake of actually 
thinking it is an achievement. IF you do think it is an achievement then it Falls to you 
to both say how it is achieved and to do the achieving - and achieving what you set 
out to achieve will be your only success where all else will be Failure. But if, 
however, you take onboard all that Zerzan has to say about the problem and where 
human beings went wrong in the past, something Diogenes and others had already 
done over 2,000 years ago anyway, this doesn’t mean you are forced to come to his 
conclusion that human beings have to, somehow, Forget both everything they have 
made and the direction in which they were going. Even if we agreed with that it is 
hard to imagine it happening simultaneously on a global scale barring anything but 
natural disaster as its immediate precursor. We have to be realistic. People are not 
going to CHOOSE to de-domesticate themselves. And if even some did want to 
choose this the most powerful Forces of human coercion are going to use the 
entirety of their might to dissuade the masses. And they always will. This is why 
mainstream anarchism recognises that it is direct action and a direct fight which is 
necessary to change the world. When it comes to persuasion, the anarchists have 
little but the capitalists and civilisationists have much so that will never be either a 
Fair Fight or an equal Fight. So all this would leave, even on Zerzan’s own terms, is 
people in ones and twos, in families or small groups, themselves becoming 
primitivist. But its hard to see how that would affect the whole to any great 


degree. Wait, why is civilisation our problem again? 
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In summary, then, Zerzan is at his best when he is making the case against 
civilisation, when he is detailing its destructive nature and effects, and when he is 
describing how it was a grand mistake. | almost entirely agree with him on this [and 
not least because | see myself as following in the line of Daoists and Cynics who 
complained about this a long time ago now]. But the question for him, For us, and 
even for me, is what, then, are we supposed to do about it? It is not clear to me 
that Zerzan knows the answer to that in his own, world-encompassing terms and 


that may be because the way he understands the problem is a problem in itselF. 


ANARCHAFEMINISM: ANARCHISM INFORMED BY FEMINISM 


In writing this book so Far it had occurred to me that women do not Feature in it to 
any great extent. Whether this is my Fault or not is hard to say. | perceive of my 
choices for what to include in it as fairly random in the sense that they are 
essentially a history of the things which have attracted my attention. We each 
travel our own paths - intellectual as well as any other kind - and the Forces that act 
upon us to create those paths are not always obvious to us. What remains true, 
however, is that my previous chapters largely concern ideas and movements 
greatly Formulated and controlled by men regardless of if they apply equally to 
men and women, or if they promote liberty equally for both men and women, or 
not. In my translations of The Dhammapada when discussing Buddhism, for 
example, | glossed over the fact that Buddhist monks and saints were seemingly 
designated as male and that, in that text, women seemingly only pop up as a 
source of possible temptation For men. In discussing Nietzsche | have neglected to 


mention any number of critical or disparaging comments in regard to women 
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throughout his written work. We could even discuss Jesus and his apparent inner 
circle of twelve disciples which was exclusively male. In each case, | believe matters 
are more complicated than this but, nevertheless, | Feel a consciousness in relation 


to this book | am writing which whispers in my ear, “But what about women?” 


It is this same consciousness which would have me now point out that by having a 
chapter labelled “anarchafeminism” it is not my intention to suggest that women 
should be Fenced off with anarchy or anarchism into their own areas. Indeed, one 
of the [to me, joyously surprising] things about the research | have done for this 
chapter is how vital and refreshing the words and actions of anarchafeminists are 
and have been and how widely applicable they are. As | have read the things | have 
read in order to compose this chapter | have - probably for the first time - become 
well disposed towards those who use the word “feminist” and use it [in conjunction 
with “anarcha”] to describe who they are and what they are doing. You see, For me, 
“Feminism” has always been a problem and this is because the loudest and most 
vocal feminists that | have come across have either been the man-hating, lesbian 
kind of Feminists who give every impression of imagining that the world would be a 
better place if men simply didn’t exist or the liberal kind of Feminist who seems to 
think that the goals of Feminism will have been achieved when there are as many 
wealthy, important and powerful white women in the world as white men. What 
anarchafeminism has given me, as | hope to show below, is a more sophisticated 
and intersectional appreciation of the issues of feminism and the place of women 
in society - one which shows up both these other “Feminisms” For the shallow, 
reactionary, self-serving nonsense that they are - whilst also showing that 


feminism and anarchism operate side by side and that it is only in operating 
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together in this way, as one, that the goals of either are actively achieved. Let me 


try to explain. 


We might usefully start with that term “anarchafeminism”: what does it signify? IF 
one peruses The Anarchist Library online For clues [all my references in this 
particular chapter can be located using this resource] one finds numerous articles 


of relevance. 


For example, the anonymous “Anarchafeminist manifesto” from 1983 states: 


“Anarcha-Feminism is a matter of consciousness... Anarcha-feminism means 
women’s independence and freedom on an equal footing with men. A social 
organization and a social life where no-one is superior or inferior to anyone and 
everybody is coordinate, women as well as men. This goes for all levels of social 


life, also the private sphere.” 


Deidre Hogan, in a brief article from 2004, “Anarcha-Feminism - Thinking about 


Anarchism”, states that: 


“Anarchism/Anarcha-feminism joins the fight against class exploitation and that 
against women’s oppression together. True freedom, both for women and men, 
can only come about in a classless society, where workplaces are self-managed, 
private property is abolished and the people who make decisions are those 


affected by them.” 
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In a Footnote to that / formulation she adds that “Anarchism and anarcha-feminism 
are the same thing — anarcha-feminism just emphasises the feminism that is 


inherent to anarchism.” 


For Ruby Flick in, “Anarcha-Feminism”, on the other hand: 


“Anarchist feminists see the state as an institution of patriarchy, and seek to find a 
way out of the alienation of the contemporary world and the impersonal nature of 


the state and its rituals of economic, physical and psychological violence.” 


In “Anarcha-Feminism: Why the hyphen?” Kytha Kurin, in an article from 1980, 


suggests that: 


“Anarcha-feminism exhibits aspects of both anarcho-syndicalism and anarcho- 
communism. To the extent that women are being exploited and degraded more 
than men, anarcha-Ffeminism is like anarcho-syndicalism. The emphasis has to be on 
that part of anarchism that deals with personal and sexual exploitation. To the 
degree that Feminism moves beyond “reaction” to exploitation and poses a total 
life approach, it is like anarcho-communism in that it becomes synonymous with 


anarchism.” 


Kurin also argues that “an anarchism broadened by the Feminist experience [is] the 


most viable revolutionary direction”. 


1485 


Finally, as Sofia Hildsdotter explains in “An anarcha-feminist’s subjective 


perspective of anarcha-feminism”: 


“Because anarchism is purported to oppose all usage of power and forms of 
oppression the term anarcha-feminism should actually be unnecessary. All 
anarchists should, if they really meant what they said about being against all Forms 
of oppression, work against, or at least not support, the oppression of women. 
That’s theoretically. However, our reality is that we are all products of our societal 
surroundings. It is also a fact that those who find themselves in a hierarchical 
position of power have a hard time accepting that a hierarchy even exists! Men do 
not recognise the oppression of women to the same extent or to the same degree 
that women do. Those who have power and privilege are in addition, often 
unwilling to relinquish these. Because of these reasons, many male anarchists have 
not activated themselves in the struggle against the oppression of women and, For 
these same reasons, it has become necessary for female anarchists to denote 


themselves as anarcha-feminists.” 


What binds these variously situated articles together is an awareness that 
feminism and anarchism are not actually opposed movements. Those who write 
them see in anarchism the promise of everything that feminism, as they 
understand it, stands For. This will be a theme of all the anarchafeminists [I choose 
not to use a hyphen in this term but that signifies nothing in particular For me] | 
reference in this particular essay and it is also certainly true of the first 
anarchafeminists, women such as Voltairine de Cleyre and Emma Goldman, women 


who were both clearly feminists and also anarchists at the same time. Here it was 
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not that one of these was active in some situations and the other at other times 
but that one was being Feminist when one was being anarchist and vice versa. Both 
Goldman and de Cleyre, for example, criticised those women who were merely 
being feminist in pursuing votes for women in the early 20th century. Both, 
consequently, wrote articles criticising such women’s lack of anarchist ambition in 
only wanting equality with men in a flawed system of representative democracy. 
That was feminism but it wasn't anarchism and that is, perhaps oversimply put, the 


anarchafeminist difference. 


From the very First with women such as de Cleyre and Goldman, anarchafeminism 
was based in a female consciousness of the way the world is and a female 
experience of life. Both describe a deep set consciousness, for example, of issues 
such as marriage, which was seen as little more than another form of gender-based 
slavery, and patriarchy, the male domination of women in pretty much all aspects 
of society. Both Goldman and de Cleyre excoriated state and church as the major 
male-dominated organs of such gender-based oppression. Any list of concerns 
based in an anarchafeminist point of view, consequently, would certainly not 


include less than issues such as: 


Marriage 

Patriarchal and hierarchical societal structures 

Gender relationships [how men see and treat women in society] 

Sexuality [not least its control by men] 

Abortion [from anarchafeminist perspective as a matter of a woman's control of 


her own body] 
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Pornography and the objectification of women 

Body image and beauty 

Domestic abuse and male on female violence 

The intersectional nature of varying Forms of oppression and exploitation and the 


need to deal with them simultaneously 


Most notable here is that anarchists themselves, primarily male anarchists but not 
only so, have historically not been immune from sexism and gender-based forms of 
domination. This is not only restricted to the views of one of the architects of 
anarchism, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, who had chauvinistic views of women, nor 
even to harrowing tales such as Ann Hansen’s rape by an “anarchist” she met in a 
London anarchist bookshop as retold by Ruth Kinna in her anarchist handbook, The 
Government of No One [p.174]. For example, one of the reasons for the Mujeres 
Libres [Free Women] of the Spanish Civil War era [1930s] was that the 
anarchafeminists of this time and place were only too aware that one form of 
domination that had passed by their unionised, anarcho-syndicalist male 
colleagues was the domination of men over women. Consequently, autonomous 
Mujeres Libres groups were created in anarchist Spain by women, pursuing both 
women's liberation and the anarchist social revolution in tandem. Such groups 
argued that the two objectives were equally important and should be pursued in 
parallel. Aiming towards the empowerment of working class women, they 
organised activities ranging from education programs and technical classes to 
childcare centres and maternity care. Therefore, anywhere, including in anarchist 
movements, where women are expected to follow the men or do as they are told 


or do the cooking and cleaning whilst the men do the work is a situation in which at 
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least one basic form of domination has not yet been overcome. So, one necessary 
reason for anarchafeminism is that anarchism is not immune to sexism itself. 
Anarchafeminism is then an explicit reminder, even to anarchists, that a basic and 
historic Form of domination is something of immediate concern to them in their 


practices and attitudes too. 


This reminds me of two historical examples. The First is a story told about Emma 
Goldman who, apparently, was told by a male colleague to tone down her 
behaviour on some public occasion. This gives birth to the quote, with which 
Goldman is often credited, “IF | can’t dance its not my revolution.” The inference 
seems to be that Goldman was not working politically For anarchist ends only to be 
told by some man what appropriate female behaviour was. [We should also 
remember here that Goldman was a woman who had spoken in favour of free love 
For women, believing that women should determine their own behaviour, sexual 
and otherwise, and so that it was for them to determine with who, how often, how 
many times, and in what way, they engaged in such behaviour.] The second 
example comes from Voltairine de Cleyre who, in a direct application of anarchist 
ideals to Feminist ones in “The Gates of Freedom” [1891] wrote: “I never expect 
men to give us liberty. No, Women, we are not worth it, until we take it. How shall 
we take it? By the ballot? A Fillip for your paper rag! The ballot hasn’t made men 
Free, and it won't make us free.” Here we should remember that in the late 19th 
century most women had no vote and were largely the property of men. Marriage 
in such times was characterised as both slavery and a legal form of prostitution and 
what happened to married women was nearly always a matter for their husbands. 


No surprise, then, that for de Cleyre the feminist issue of women’s emancipation 
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was also an anarchist one. In her comments she had articulated both how men are 


not themselves Free but also how women are kept from freedom by men. 


A more modern example of an anarchafeminist, and one who wrote two articles in 
the 1970s which ticked lots of anarchafeminist boxes, is Peggy Kornegger. In her 
articles “Anarchism: The Feminist Connection” and “Anarchism, Feminism and 
Economics” she articulated an anarchafeminist agenda which still resonates over 
four decades later. Taking her anarchist cues from Emma Goldman's definition of 


anarchism, she makes her own definition based on three major principles: 


1. Belief in the abolition of authority, hierarchy, government. She makes the 
Further point here that anarchists believe in the dissolution and not the seizure of 


power. 


2. Belief in both individuality and collectivity. Here it is pointed out that “successful 
revolution involves unmanipulated, autonomous individuals and groups working 


together to take direct, unmediated control of society and of their own lives.” 


3. Belief in both spontaneity and organization. This is essentially the belief that all 
organisation in an anarchist situation comes from below and that anything rigidly 
or externally imposed risks authoritarianism again. Flexibility is a key concept here 


and responding to actual needs rather than the application of dogmas of any kind. 


At this point in “Anarchism: The Feminist Connection” Kornegger gives the 


example of the Mujeres Libres during the Spanish Civil War [1936-1939] as an 
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example of a real place where these anarchist and Feminist principles were both 
necessary and where, for a time, they worked. It is, by the way, not the case that 
they Failed because they only lasted for three years but that they were destroyed 
by the fascists in Spain who were bitterly opposed to collectivist and libertarian 
living whilst being in favour of state control. Yet, In this context of civil war, 
workers took over Factories, people began to cultivate land to feed the people, 
and a strong anarcho-syndicalist mentality was reinforced, not least by the 
addition of Mujeres Libres groups which catered for the needs of women and who 
Fought for anarchist living conditions for all at the same time. These groups, 
although having Feminist as well as anarchist interests, worked side by side with 
the anarchist groups in Spain at that time but retained their independence as part 
of the unionised structure of anarchism in Spain in the 1930s. Particular women of 
note at this time were Lucia Sanchez Saornil, one of the co-founders of Mujeres 
Libres, and Federica Montseny, an anarcho-syndicalist union member who would 


For a time work in the republican government before the military coup began. 


In each case in this anarcho-syndicalist situation actions were decided based on 
general membership meetings and not by designated leaders or representatives. 
Such of those as there were, were merely for the purposes of carrying out 
instructions or coordinating affairs and they had no decision-making power. In 
addition, such people were always workers themselves and were subject to 
random and immediate replacement in order to undermine the possibility they 
might become brokers of power. In the workplaces which came under anarchist 
control wages were equalised and goods in abundance were distributed freely. 


Since any huge profits in the hands of a few owners were eliminated by this 
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process, such excess money was used to purchase better equipment and to 
improve working conditions. It also led to cheaper consumer prices and a raising of 
the standard of living in a situation in which people were now essentially working 
for themselves and their communities rather than the employees of some boss 
who was more interested in profit For his own ends. This was all based on the 
activities of any number [hundreds] of anarchist collectives and unions and 
involved about 8 million Spanish people. Their activities show the strength of such 
a federated structure of small collectives working together on the basis of the 
assent of the mass of their members. Yet, as Kornegger herself notes, “The 
achievements of the Spanish anarchists go beyond a higher standard of living and 
economic equality; they involve the realization of basic human ideals: Freedom, 


individual creativity, and collective cooperation.” 


With such an example [she also discusses the student uprisings in France in 1968 as 
a Further, but more unsuccessful, example of the same thing as well] Kornegger 
hopes to show that not only can anarchism exist in the real world but it can also 
work and bring benefit to those who live according to it, only eventually being shot 
down [literally!] by those who want control and so, consequently, oppose Freedom. 
Kornegger thinks her examples show that it is not [as some if not many think] 
impossible to imagine an anarchist situation and set of values breaking out in a 
modern, capitalist country. And here it does not matter if the enemy is conceived 
of as “a ruthless, unconquerable giant”. For Kornegger, “It is domination itself that 
must be abolished” and this is what motivates her self-identification as an 
anarchafeminist for, in the vast majority of cases, it is men who do the dominating 


and women who are nearly always, in any situation, the ones who are dominated. 
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Thus, Kornegger sees in the task of ending domination, an anarchist task, the 
coordinate feminist task of ending men’s domination of women too. Women, she 
thinks, are the perfect agents of the necessary societal change as the ones with a 
history of domination by men and as those whose liberation would change society 
by their very liberation in any case. In short, Kornegger makes the case that 
anarchism by itself would be meaningless if women’s domination by men were not 
one of the things any anarchism sweeps away. She, therefore, makes the case that, 
in many examples, feminism has been a covert anarchism and an_ anti- 
authoritarianism which rejects the male-dominated authority Figures society sets 
up as the leaders in many respects anyway. Women, for Kornegger, are incipiently 


cf 


anti-patriarchal and, she notes, “women frequently speak and act as ‘intuitive’ 
anarchists, that is, we approach, or verge on, a complete denial of all patriarchal 


thought and organization.” 


What is needed, according to Kornegger, however, is to make the implicit link 
between feminist and anarchist activities explicit. In seeking to throw off male 
domination, for example, the task is actually to destroy ALL domination. This is 
anarchafeminism For it is not the case such people want male bosses replaced by 
female bosses but that they want no bosses at all. The anarchist and the Feminist 
goals then cohere. Thus, “IF we want to ‘bring down the patriarchy’, we need to talk 
about anarchism, to know exactly what it means, and to use that Framework to 
transform ourselves and the structure of our daily lives. Feminism doesn’t mean 
female corporate power or a woman President; it means no corporate power and 
no Presidents.” This is to say, as the late 60s radical Feminist, Valerie Solanas did, 


that such people should be “out to destroy the system, not attain certain rights 
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within it”. This, once more, is a difference between a more liberal Feminism and 
anarchafeminism. As Peggy Kornegger adds, “Challenging sexism means 
challenging all hierarchy — economic, political, and personal. And that means an 
anarcha-feminist revolution.” Kornegger sees this, as in Spain in the 1930s, as 
based in any number of women’s collectives and affinity groups but she thinks the 
feminist consciousness these groups exhibit need a more explicitly verbalised 
anarchist understanding. Hierarchy, patriarchy and domination of women will be 
ended when it is ended in all its forms everywhere. And so, once more, what is 
needed is the open expression of an anarchafeminist direction based on an 


anarchafeminist understanding of what needs to take place. 


But here Kornegger issues a very important warning and its something | want to 
ponder for a moment in the context of one anarchafeminist issue, pornography. 


First of all, Kornegger says: 


“This is not, however, to underestimate the immense power of the Enemy. The 
most treacherous form this power can take is cooptation, which Feeds on any 
short-sighted un-anarchistic view of Feminism as mere ‘social change’. To think of 
sexism as an evil which can be eradicated by female participation in the way things 
are is to insure the continuation of domination and oppression. ‘Feminist’ 
capitalism is a contradiction in terms. When we establish women’s credit unions, 
restaurants, bookstores, etc., we must be clear that we are doing so for our own 
survival, for the purpose of creating a counter-system whose processes contradict 
and challenge competition, profit-making, and all forms of economic oppression. 


We must be committed to ‘living on the boundaries’, to anti-capitalist, non- 
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consumption values. What we want is neither integration nor a coup d’etat which 
would ‘transfer power from one set of boys to another set of boys’. What we ask is 
nothing less than total revolution, revolution whose forms invent a future 
untainted by inequity, domination, or disrespect For individual variation — in short, 
Feminist-anarchist revolution. | believe that women have known all along how to 
move in the direction of human liberation; we only need to shake off lingering 


male political forms and dictums and focus on our own anarchistic female analysis.” 


This is an important statement and a reminder that power will ALWAYS try to co- 
opt people to its cause in order to Facilitate its continuance. | increasingly believe 
one form of male dominance does this by means of pornography and various forms 
of sex work which, even though they may seem liberating, are actually enslaving. It 
will not have passed everybody by, for example, how the enticement of young 
women to platforms dedicated to sexual exchange has exploded in our current 
century with the increasing spread of high speed Internet connections which make 
such sites viable. In mentioning this | am not making any moral argument, lest 
anyone confuse what | am about to say with a prudishness which disdains nudity. 
The issue in such activities is not whether showing people your naked body for 
money is right or wrong [this is, For me, a complete non-issue anyway] but who, in 


such situations, has the power. 


Is it not at least conceivable that in such situations it is certain men who hold the 
power [these companies are almost uniformly owned by men and it is men who 
profit from them] and so that it is men who induce women to things [For their own 


survival in a harsh, capitalist world | do not doubt] which then affect society’s view 
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of, and treatment of, women? One would not be at all surprised to Find that male 
pornographers view women as objects to be slavered over whilst they count all the 
money rolling in From those that partake of the services offered. Yet is it not then 
the case that young women have been bribed by a male-dominated world into 
becoming sex objects for the enjoyment of a largely male audience in the service 
of capitalist goals that encourage the view of women as sexual commodities, 
things that can be bought if one is prepared to pay - even things that should allow 
themselves to be bought if cash is offered? | am Far from always convinced that the 
women caught in this trap are so aware of the Full consequences of their actions 
and, from an anarchafeminst perspective, | think that their wholly understandable 
actions to support themselves need to be balanced up against an analysis of what 
is really happening on such sites and what is taking place between men and women 
because of them. It is not a simple equation. Yet it does not seem to be the “total 
revolution” or “human liberation” of which Peggy Kornegger is speaking. It seems 
to me that “co-optation” is taking place in which young women are seduced [by 
powerful men] to the possibilities of money and fame and to taking part in a 
system which is ultimately to their own detriment and to the detriment of freedom 
and liberty more widely conceived. In short, one needs to ask if one advances 
freedom whilst showing your cooch to and for a man and a man, no less, who is in 
charge of the entire process in most cases in terms of patriarchal attitudes to 


women, if not individually. 


Patriarchal capitalism will always play such games, of course, and will always try to 


seduce and, as Kornegger says, “co-opt” people into its system, constantly wanting 


to induce people to act against their own best interests and betray themselves. To 
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this, Kornegger opposes anarchafeminism as the best antidote. But it is not a Fast 
process for people who have been drowning in dominating patriarchal narratives 
and systems for their whole lives, who have been taught it with their mother’s milk 
if not actually by their mothers. As Kornegger says, it “takes years of preparation: 
sharing of ideas and information, changes in consciousness and behavior, and the 
creation of political and economic alternatives to capitalist, hierarchical structures. 
It takes spontaneous direct action on the part of autonomous individuals through 
collective political confrontation. It is important to ‘free your mind’ and your 
personal life, but it is not sufficient. Liberation is not an insular experience; it 
occurs in conjunction with other human beings.” Kornegger here shows a very 
collective, down to earth mentality. For her, people are not free unless their 
material conditions are free. Freedom for Peggy Kornegger is a socially-lived 
experience. It is a “tak[ing] control over our own lives” and it involves creating dual 
options for our existence, ones which replace “the way things are”. Essentially, we 
create a world of anarchafeminist values by creating ways to live by 
anarchafeminist values. Yet this involves preparative action in three areas: the 
educational, the economic/political and the personal/political. The First is a matter 
of writing, studying, and using any available media to get a message across. [This 
book is hopefully an example of this!] The second involves direct action and 
confrontation of political problems. It might involve sabotage, strikes or boycotts, 
For example. It is any communal action taken against “the system” to improve your 
material conditions of life. The third area involves becoming involved with others 
of like mind such as anarchist affinity groups. Anarchism only works in tandem with 
others and so you need to make connections with others of like mind to bring the 


anarchist goal closer to a reality. 
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In a supplementary article to “Anarchism: The Feminist Connection” Peggy 
Kornegger addresses the issue of where “economics” fits into the constellation of 
anarchafeminist concerns. It is a tricky business and not least because “feminist 
business” would seem to be a complete contradiction in terms when everything 
feminism stands for is against the male-dominated concept of “business”. OF 
course, it would also go without saying in an anarchafeminist context that the 
anarchist side of that equation stands wholly opposed to business in any capitalist 


Form - and capitalism whole and entire. Yet, as Kornegger notes, 


“Women’s growing awareness of the need for economic as well as political analysis 
and action is an Important phenomenon within the Feminist community. Our 
survival, as individual women and as a revolutionary movement, is directly 
connected to how we deal with money and the capitalist economy. We have to talk 
about work, how we make money to survive, how race, class, and privilege affect 
what choices women have for jobs, and most important, how to confront and 
ultimately abolish an economy based on competition, hierarchy, and patriarchal 


(i.e. authoritarian) concepts of social and political organization.” 


So these subjects can never be avoided. But, as Kornegger goes on to say, it does 
then matter what you think feminism is for. Is it, for example, to see women 
making a success of themselves in a male-dominated world, women playing by the 
men’s rules and, somehow, becoming one of the men? This invites comparisons 
with people like Queen Victoria [an empress, no less] or the British Prime Minister 
of the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher [the Milk Snatcher, so-called because she stopped 


school children From having a Free bottle of milk at school]. These women hardly 
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advanced the lives of women in their times and places and this, not least, because 
they played by men’s rules in a men’s world. They essentially succeeded by being 
good men. One form of feminism, so Kornegger argues, simply wants women to 
stand side by side with men in a man-shaped world and compete as their equals in 
a world of domination and exploitation. For such “feminists” equality is being able 


to snatch their own piece of the pie like any man could too. 


But Kornegger opposes this thinking to that which thinks of feminism as a 
revolutionary [and so more anarchist] thing in which “Feminist business” is business 
which opposes the values and purposes of a male-dominated business world. This 


is not, then, business as domination but business as revolution. Thus, she writes: 


“For me, feminism implies revolution: my radical Feminism includes an anarchist 
vision of political transformation. That is, what | want as a feminist and as an 
anarchist is 1. the dissolution of all power (personal, political, and economic) and 
all hierarchy (leader/Follower, employer/employee, governor/governed) and 2. a 
revolutionary process which equates the means with the ends and emphasizes the 
necessity for a balance between spontaneity and organization and between 
collectivity and individuality. This is a highly condensed definition, but it is, | hope, 
adequate for the purposes of this discussion. The point | want to make is that if | 
believe that all power should be abolished and that the means always create the 
ends, then it would be contradictory and counter-revolutionary to talk about 


getting economic or political power and control.” 


Therefore, she goes on to Say: 
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“it is a contradiction to refer to businesses as “feminist.” Business is an invention 

of a capitalist system based on hierarchy, power, and competition. It can’t be 
“used” by feminists for their own purposes. That’s the same old myth that tells us 
we can “change the system from within” (elect a woman senator, vote for 
equalities legislation, etc.). The political economic system we live under (and | do 
mean under) does not admit change: it will change anyone or anything to suit its 
own purposes. Thus, the capitalist business, operating as it does under the strict 
law of survival at any cost, will twist and bend any political theory to the obedience 
of the laws of business. And the laws of business are the laws of capitalism made 


to benefit a few at the expense of many.” 


This is a powerful argument, one which applies most forcefully to the question of 
pornography and the commodification of sexuality that | spoke about briefly 
above. | notice a lot of young women on social media, for example, who seem to 
consider themselves both “sexual entrepreneurs” and variously libertarian, 
socialist and anarchist types of people. They seem to want to put forward the 
narrative that they are commercially sexual whilst being politically at the freedom- 
loving anarchist end of the political spectrum. Yet it is not clear to me how many of 
them justify this as they constantly advertise their various services for cash on 
websites owned by multi-millionaire males where even how much money they get 
and when is dictated to them by these same men who have encouraged their 
search for money and Fame for their own male advantage. As | said before, is this 
not male co-optation of women for wholly capitalist purposes, activity which 
reinforces capitalist values and makes women perform for the entertainment of 


men in a way the men always control? Does it not insist that women are objects 
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which have a price and make everything subject to money? Is it not a means of 
exchange based in authority and power? How do we make an anarchafeminist 
revolution, in Kornegger’s terms, like this? Such women may think, and I’ve seen 
some argue, that they seek their own autonomy through such work but, as 
Kornegger points out, “you don’t challenge an authoritarian political economic 
structure by using authoritarian methods [i.e. the capitalist model].” All you do is 
Feed it and become bent to its will, a slave reinforcing the system you claim, 
politically, to be against. Kornegger is, in Fact, quite clear in both her articles that 
“the means create the ends”. We become anarchafeminist by being 
anarchafeminist. Thus, we need to find ways of surviving which don’t feed the 
values we stand against but which promote the ones we do. What we need, in Fact, 
is human solidarity between those of like values and mutual aid of those within 


such circles. 


Yet as the Italian professor of philosophy and herself an anarchafeminist, Chiara 
Bottici, reminds us, “No single factor, be it nature or nurture, economic 
exploitation or cultural domination, can be said to be the single cause sufficient to 


explain the multifaceted sources of patriarchy and sexism.” 


[The Following commentary on Bottici’s work refers to her article online at 


https://publicseminar.org/2019/12/anarchafeminism/] 


Bottici notes at the start of this article that it is these days de rigeur to position 


oneself in relation to intersectionality and to recognise that oppressions occur in 


many ways and at many levels simultaneously. But she also points out that 
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anarchafeminists - feminists also attracted by the anarchist narrative - have “a 
particular vital contribution to offer today” - and not least because they recognised 
this particularly intersectional nature to oppression many decades ago. This starts 
theoretically For Bottici [she is a philosopher, after all!] with “the need for a form 
of Feminism that opposes the oppression of people who are perceived as women 
and who are discriminated against precisely on that basis.” Note there the words 
“perceived as”. Bottici uses “woman” “in a way that includes all types of women: 
female women, male women, feminine women, masculine women, lesbian women, 
transwomen, intersex women, queer women, and so on and so forth.” 
ANARCHAfeminism is then necessary because “anarchists have always been crystal 
clear in arguing that in order to Fight patriarchy we have to Fight the multifaceted 
ways in which multiple factors — economic, cultural, racial, political, etc. — 
converge to foster it.” The anarchafeminist advantage in this respect, as Bottici 
perceives it, is that women’s liberation can then be achieved on the basis of a more 
widespread human liberation from all forms of domination rather than being a 
never ending merry-go-round of liberations at the expense of the domination of 
others. For example, she notes that “feminism has been accused of being mere 
white privilege” and that “The emancipation of women from the global north can 
indeed happen at the expense of further oppression of women from the global 
south who most often replace them in the reproductive labor within the 
household.” It is, then, Bottici’s suggestion that an anarchafeminist analysis which 
was always more intersectional in approach can help us here to achieve both 


Feminist and anarchist goals. 
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In order to make this point, Chiara Bottici quotes the Chinese female anarchist, He 
Zhen, and it is worth repeating the quotation in full to demonstrate the 


intersectional nature of oppression that anarchafeminists highlight: 


“The majority of women are already oppressed by both the government and by 
men. The electoral system simply increases their oppression by introducing a third 
ruling group: elite women. Even if the oppression remains the same, the majority 
of women are still taken advantage of by the minority of women. [...] When a Few 
women in power dominate the majority of powerless women, unequal class 
differentiation is brought into existence among women. If the majority of women 
do not want to be controlled by men, why do they want to be controlled by 
women? Therefore, instead of competing with men for power, women should 
strive for overthrowing men’s rule. Once men are stripped of their privilege, they 
will become the equal of women. There will be no submissive women nor 


submissive men. This is the liberation of women.” 


Once again, here we see that, for anarchafeminists, it is the end of all domination 
which secures women’s liberation. No woman can then be free whilst any form of 
domination, even that by women, exists. So, in answer to the question, “Why 


anarchafeminism?” Bottici replies: 


“because it is the best antidote against the possibility of Feminism becoming 
simply white privilege and, thus, a tool in the hands of a Few women who dominate 
the vast majority of them. In an epoch when the election of a single woman as 


president is presented as liberation For all women, or when women such as Ivanka 
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Trump can claim feminist battles of the past by transforming the hashtag 
#womenwhowork into a tool to sell a Fashion brand, the Fundamental message of 


anarchafeminists of the past is more urgent than ever: 


‘Feminism does not mean female corporate power or a woman president: it means 


tu 


no corporate power and no president’.” [quoting Kornegger] 


One of the distinctives Chiara Bottici brings to her philosophical analysis is 
something from her philosophical work more generally which she terms 
“transindividuality”. This is not something which comes from the trans debate - 
although it applies to trans people as to any others - but conceptual thinking which 
she applies to all people. In short, Bottici urges that we do not see people - or 
specifically “women” [note her usage of this term as set out above] - as “objects” 
nor in any essentialist sense. There is, For Bottici, no “essence of a woman” and 
neither is a woman a “pre-given object”. For Bottici, then, we cannot say “that’s a 
woman and that’s not” by looking at our chart of “what a woman is”. Bottici thinks 
that in order “to articulate a specifically Feminist position while maintaining a 
multifaceted understanding of domination, we need a more nuanced 


mb 


understanding of ‘womanhood.” Thus, Chiara Bottici conceives that: 

“bodies in general, and women’s bodies in particular, must not be considered as 
individuals, as objects given once and for all, but rather as processes. Women’s 
bodies, like all bodies, are bodies in plural because they are processes, processes 
that are constituted by mechanisms of affects and associations that occur at the 


inter-, intra— and the supra-individual level. To give just a brief example of what | 
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mean here, think of how our bodies come into being through an inter-individual 
encounter, how they are shaped by supra-individual forces, such as their 
geographical locations, and how they are made up by intra-individual bodies such 


as the air we breath or the food we eat.” 


Bodies, then, are processes that are the results of processes. As such, they are 
much more interactive and anti-hierarchical than “pre-given objects” would be as 
the result of exploitative classification processes. Consequently, Bottici thinks 


that: 


“this transindividual understanding allows us to articulate the question ‘what does 
it mean to be a woman?’ in pluralistic terms, while also defending a specifically 
Feminist form of anarchism. Developing the concept of women as open processes 
also means going beyond the individual versus collectivity dichotomy: if it is true 
that all bodies are transindividual processes, then the assumption that there could 
be such a thing as a pure individual, who is separate, or even opposed, to a given 


collectivity, is at best a useless abstraction and at worst a deceitful Fantasy.” 


Transindividuality, in other words, makes us interactional, inter-relational beings, 
parts of a whole, parts affected by the whole, and provides a model approaching 
the problems of domination anarchafeministically and intersectionally. This whole 
concept also reminds me of things | discussed during my discussion of Zenarchy 
[For, yes, part of my argument here is that these, seemingly disparate, anarchisms 
are actually interpenetrative themselves rather than discrete objects] and not 


least that “we are what we think”. IF we think in dominating ways why should we 
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then be surprised if we become people who live by domination - and vice versa? 


So putting anarchafeminist critique at the heart of our collective approach to 
liberty “means taking the entire globe as the Framework for thinking about the 
liberation of women”. It means the avoidance of “methodological nationalism, that 
is, oF privileging certain women and thus certain national or regional contexts”. It 
means not “taking state boundaries as an unquestionable Fact”. The context for 
anarchafeminist liberation is “the globe first” which is to say that “anything less 
than the entire globe as our framework is at best naive provincialism, and at worst 
obnoxious ethnocentrism.” This, by Kornegger’s measuring scale, is clearly a 
revolutionary view of the purpose of Feminism, a view in which such action changes 
the values of the world. This is not the Feminism which imagines [and imagines is all 
it does] that if some middle class, educated, white woman is free then all other 
women everywhere else must be Free as well. Anarchafeminism, thus, according to 
Bottici, “avoids the pitfalls of any form of methodological nationalism, but... also 
perceive[s] the global interconnectedness of forms of domination, beginning with 
the intertwinement of capitalist exploitation and colonial domination.” Thus, “the 
vitality of the anarchafeminist tradition consists precisely in its capacity to 
transcend state boundaries, methodological nationalism, and even the Eurocentric 
biases that a lot of radical theory produced in the global north still carries within 
itself.” This is not white Feminism For the advancement of white women in a white 
man’s world. It is intersectional and carried out in a global framework and against a 


global background. 
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One claim Bottici makes in this respect is, at first, quite surprising for those who 


have had all their education in bastions of Western capitalism: 


“It is only with the emergence of a worldwide capitalist system that gender binary 
“men” versus “women” became hegemonic worldwide. This does not mean that 
sexual difference did not exist before capitalism. It simply means that binary 
gender roles were not as universally accepted as the primary criteria by which to 
classify bodies. Modern capitalism made the mononuclear bourgeois Family, with 


its binary gender roles, hegemonic.” 


We should note here, of course, that “classification” is always a dominating 
procedure done according to an ideology in which some [probably male- 
dominated] grouping literally designates the world as they see it. On the basis of 
this classification their domination of it can take place. Bottici points out, after 
“Marxist feminists”, that capitalism needs “gendered bodies” so that it can regard 
women as “doing their job” when they cook and clean and look after the home. 
This is then their Function and they are Fulfilling their nature according to such 
classification procedures which act, ideologically, to divide waged work from that 
which is simply a result of gender. IF we add to this the concept of race we arrive at 
what Maria Lugones refers to as the “coloniality of gender”. As Bottici explains, 
with this move we “emphasize how the binary division ‘men/women’ and the 
classification of bodies according to their racial belonging went together, being 
exported by Europeans through the very process of colonial expansion that 
accompanied the worldwide spread of capitalism.” As Bottici Further suggests, on 


the basis of Lugones’ research, 
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“gender roles were much more Flexible and variegated among Native Americans 
before the advent of European settlers. Different indigenous nations had, for 
instance, a third gender category to positively recognize intersex and queer 
subjectivities, whereas others, such as the Yuma, attribute gender roles on the 
basis of dreams, so that a Female who dreamed of weapons became a male For all 
practical purposes. There has been a systematic intertwinement among capitalist 


economy, racial classification of bodies, and gender oppression.” 


Utilising the classificatory point | have already made above, and referring to the 
scholarship of the Nigerian scholar, Oyérénké Oyéwumi, Bottici also here 
pertinently points out that “It is manifest, and yet all too often forgotten, that to 
classify people on the basis of their skin color, or their genitalia, is not an a priori of 
the human mind. Classifying bodies on the basis of their sex, as well as classifying 
them on the basis of their race, implies, among other things, a primacy of the visual 
register.” Oyéwumi regards this as typical of the West in comparison with some 
African, pre-colonial cultures where age, for example, was the basis of social 
hegemony. Indeed, she points out that “They did not even have a name to oppose 
men and women before colonialism: put bluntly, they simply did not do gender.” 
This needs to be born in mind by those in the capitalist global north where 
ideologies are set in stone and regarded as “natural” and “normal” and certainly 
never to be questioned. We need to ask both whose interests we serve and where 
such distinctions come from when we assume or speak to them lest we Find 
ourselves supporting things detrimental to freedom because we find ourselves 
unable to think in any other way. But the fact is that neither sex nor gender is a 


“pre-given object” and both can be thought of in other ways - as Bottici examples. 
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Therefore: 


“questioning the coloniality of gender means also questioning the primacy of the 
visual: it is by seeing bodies that we say: “here is a woman!” or “that is a man!.” But 
it is also within such a visual register that we have to operate to question such 
hegemonic and heteronormative views of womanhood and thus open new paths 


toward subverting them. Put in a slogan, we could say: 


‘Another woman is possible; another woman has always already began.” 


All this is to say that to see and act differently in this way is to practice a 
revolutionary anarchafeminism, something which undermines domination [through 
classification] and so changes the world for all genders. Chiara Bottici is interested 
in this and has composed “a new anarchafeminist manifesto” which she begins at 


the end of this article and continues elsewhere in more detail at 


https://publicseminar.org/2020/05/anarchafeminist-manifesto-1-0/ 


She bases this on Fellow Italian, Errico Malatesta’s, observation that anarchism is a 
method and not a programme that can be given once for all. It, thus, retains the 
Flexibility Peggy Kornegger spoke of previously. It is also to be open-ended 
[readers can add clauses to the manifesto given at the web address above for 
inclusion in a further recension of the manifesto] in accordance with the 
transindividual ontology which sustains such thinking by means of ongoing 


processes. Bottici begins this manifesto by proceeding along what she calls “three 
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axes” which | leave you with for consideration of your own anarchafeminist 


manifesto as | end this chapter here: 


1. “At the beginning was movement.” Under this axis Bottici refers to the historical 
fact of constant historical movement and migration. Fixed states with Fixed 
borders are a relatively modern phenomenon [and things like passports which 
label and administrate our identities into nationalities even more sol. 
Consequently, we must refuse to think in the Fixed, dominating and classifying 
ways of the state and think beyond boundaries and borders - and so beyond any 
and all ethnocentrisms. You do not undermine domination by replicating its 


patterns of thought but by subverting them. 


2. “Just do it.” We have heard Chiara Bottici’s second axis before. It is simply “Do 
not aim to seize state power or wait For the state to give you power, just start 
exercising your own power right now.” So we should “resist gender norms, play 
with them, refuse to comply, civilly disobey, boycott capitalism, and so on and so 
forth.” These “can go hand in hand with larger projects, such as the increasing 
examples of mass mobilization, general strikes, communal living and queering the 
Family that are proliferating around the globe” in a multi-faceted and interlocking 


group of strategies which defy individual/collective classification. 


3. “The end is the means, the means is the end.” The third and Final axis is again 
something we heard before from Peggy Kornegger. Anarchafeminism stands for 
Flexibility of approach but also for achieving your end by using it as your means to 


it. “In other words, search for Freedom in all your social relations, not simply in 
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electoral and institutional politics,” states Bottici. However, “if freedom is both the 
means and the end, then one could also envisage a world Free From the very notion 
of gender as well as the oppressive structures that it generated. [But] because 
gendered bodies are still the worldwide objects of exploitation and domination, 
we need an anarchafeminist manifesto here and now” in order to combat this. 
However, it is envisaged this may be a ladder we pull up behind us if and when this 


Form of domination is overcome. 


ANARCHY AND IDENTITY 


“Tried to save myself, but myself keeps slipping away.” - Into the Void, Nine Inch 


Nails 


“| came back haunted.” - Came Back Haunted, Nine Inch Nails 


An interesting thing has happened to me in the last couple of years, something 
that the rest of my life up until that point had not prepared me for [or perhaps it 
had and that was even why it could happen in the first place?]. | began to Find 
trans-women and even the male penis [on all kinds of bodies] sexually arousing. 
This has led to a good deal of introspection about myself [and about what would 
customarily be regarded as my “sexuality”] but, much more than this, it led me to 
begin thinking about identity, what it was, what its nature was, and associated 
questions. “Identity” is, in Fact, a legit philosophical subject of reflection and study 
and branches of both Western and Eastern philosophies are given over to it but in 


this particular essay, although | intend to take identity very seriously indeed, | do 
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not intend to do so with reference to any particular philosophical canon or 
narrative | will then Follow. Instead, | simply intend to Follow my thoughts where 
they lead as the philosophical kind of person that | am. Or am I? Might this not just 
be a narrative | tell myself about myself, part of my “identity”? IF so, what is the 
status of this and what might it have to do with that bizarre human concept 


“reality”? Yes, we've already begun going down the rabbit hole... 


In the course of this particular essay | may well make claims you have not heard 
made before or that you are unfamiliar with. IF so, | encourage you to Find out more 
about them. One conviction [a dangerous thing For a Fan of Nietzsche to have, | 
know, when he describes them as the most dangerous and deceptive things one 
can have] that holds me is that our identity is shaped by the connections we make 
and the relationships we have in life. In Fact, this might be the only way our identity 
is shaped. So exploring these connections and relationships is Formative. Why, For 
example, have | imagined, since | could think for myself, that | was straight sexually 
and of Fixed gender? | do not now think that it can be less than because that’s what 
| was always expected to think by every influence, physical, casual, literary and 
philosophical, that | came into contact with in my formative years. | do not now 
regard it as a coincidence that when, as a later adult, | started to explore ideas 
which did not come from those who share such views, or spoke to people whose 
own identity was much more fluid and indeterminate, or read philosophy which 
wanted to undermine the idea of a fixed reality, that | started to wonder if what | 
had been telling myself [without ever thinking it something worth questioning, | 
might add] might not be either so right or so Fixed as | had first accepted. This, in 


turn, led me to consider whether | had thought these things were true just because 
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| had never found a reason to doubt them. But when one can find reasons to doubt 
things then one finds one cannot help doubting them. One, indeed, begins to ask if 


such ideas as one formerly held unquestioned are necessary to hold at all anymore. 


Such, for me now, are ideas like a fixed description of my sexuality or any 
description of my gender. | find myself, now, in the position of wondering why 
either of these [and others besides such as nationality, skin colour, age, etc] is even 
necessary. They seem to me now as impositions upon me from an outside world 
that tells me | have to choose one of each and then play that role if | will take part 
in the world. [Here it must be said, and | may come back to this again later, that 
“who you are” is so much more than counting up body parts and is often at least 
performative.] And, as | was talking about in my essay on anarchafeminism, above, 
when discussing the ideas of Chiara Bottici, classification such as this is a means of 
control. The same idea was also expressed, in my essay on the anarchoprimitivism 
of John Zerzan, as “domestication” [the way he described the human activity which 
creates “civilisation” which, when one thinks about it, is another identity with 
which to conjure]. This is to say that the controlling, classifying activity of human 
society which wants to assign you a sexuality and a gender [or call you “civilised” or 
not] is a way of domesticating you, making you tame, putting you out of harm’s 


way [harm to them, that is]. You are, and must become, what we say you are. 


But this doesn’t sound very anarchistic to me and this is a book about “anarchy and 
anarchisms”. And so it stands to reason that | am not just going to lie down and 
accept this classifying and domesticating which is societal control. | want to tell a 


different story - and that it is a story or, using one of my favourite words, a 
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narrative, will not be the least significant thing about it. This story that | will tell is 
an alternative to the story that much of Western society has been telling for 
several hundred years and Richard Rorty describes it well [partly by appropriating 
the Nietzsche | spoke about in my chapter on him earlier in this book] in his chapter 
“The Contingency of Selfhood” From his book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. 


For example, Rorty writes there that: 


“the Western philosophical tradition thinks of a human life as a triumph just insofar 
as it breaks out of the world of time, appearance, and idiosyncratic opinion into 
another world - into the world of enduring truth. Nietzsche, by contrast, thinks the 
important boundary to cross is not the one separating time from atemporal truth 
but rather the one which divides the old from the new. He thinks a human life 
triumphant just insofar as it escapes from inherited descriptions of the 
contingencies of its existence and finds new descriptions. This is the difference 
between the will to truth and the will to self-overcoming. It is the difference 
between thinking of redemption as making contact with something larger and 
more enduring than oneself and redemption as Nietzsche describes it: "recreating 


all 'it was' into a ‘thus | willed it. 


This Nietzschean difference Rorty here describes and contrasts with an atemporal, 
eternal, immutable one is the story | want to tell - for human beings, and human 
identities, are not atemporal and eternal and immutable and unchanging. In fact, 
as my own autobiographical observations established at the beginning of this 
essay, if there is one thing identity is, it is changeable. It cannot be the case that “1 


am straight” and/or “I am male” but then | Find myself behaving in ways that [so | 
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am told] do not fit this profile. That does not compute and, consequently, 
something has to give. Identity means, doesn’t it, that if one is A and only A that 
one cannot act as if one were B - for B is not A and never will be A. The point of 
classification is to put you in a box and the integrity of the classification system is 


impugned if you do not then behave in the ways expected of your classification. 


me ol bi 


For the anarchistic “I”, however, [an “I” which | will soon go on to suggest does not 
exist!] this classification seems both to be false and nonsense. From where | am 
standing, it is little more than an imposition, an attempt to set the world under one 
standard, a standard by which that same world can be controlled. This, it seems to 
me, must be what Michel Foucault meant when talking about knowledge as power 
for if you create the knowledge then you hold the power and the former is the 
means to the latter. An anarchistic solution to this problem, of course, is then to 
deny the power to others who want to control you and to insist that the power in 
your life is yours and yours alone. In other words, the way out of this power of 
classification of even your own identity is to insist that your identity is For you 


alone to describe and so for society's old story to be replaced by your new one [so 


Rorty after Nietzsche]. 


| am Fully in favour of this idea, not least due to my anarchism, that people should 
be free to tell their own stories of “who they are” and should refuse the 
classifications of society. And we are seeing this increasingly today in the growing 
numbers of trans and non-binary people and even in those who don't particularly 
wish to describe themselves in terms of sexual orientation or gender or who Find it 
all largely irrelevant. Such people are all examples of those who want to tell new 


stories and their own stories rather than being classified by “society” or “the 
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system”. You might then, of course, ask how society Functions but that would be to 
Fall into my anarchist trap For, of course, | do not want society to function as it does 
now. | see how it Functions now as exactly an imposition upon the idiosyncrasy 
both of nature and of human beings and as a means of control. For me a world in 
which people tell their own stories and so create a new world by making the 
controlling nature of this one no longer possible is something like an ideal or a goal 
and so, of course, | encourage it for | think that world will be better, more 
liberating, more free, more equal, more like nature itself is in its manner of 
operation, etc., than this one. So it will be no objection to me, and | would counsel 
that it should be no objection to you, to say that a world of people all telling their 
own stories would destroy the world as it is. | would only reply to that with, “Good! 


I'm glad about that! Carry on!” 


But here, however, | need to point out something that you may not have noticed as 
my essay trundled along: | have been talking about identity as a narrative. Now if 
that is a meaningful way to talk about an identity it is only metaphorically so. A 
narrative is a collection of words which, when put together, is understood to mean 
something. It, in its turn, fits into a wider world of understanding by which we do 
what is called “making sense of things”. Eventually, this “making sense of things” is 
how we stay sane [if we do, in fact, stay sane and this, unfortunately, is not always 
a given] and sanity is here a clue to what is going on when we talk about identity as 
a narrative For narratives are linguistic and so are mental phenomena. It is all 
starting to sound a bit Zen if you remember back to my chapter on Zenarchy and 
particularly to the start of the Dhammapada where [we imagine] Siddartha 


Gautama said that all that we are is what we have thought and that our lives are 
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essentially made up of what we think of and about them. This is to say that how we 
think of things is constitutive of them - and the same applies to us. What we are is 
then a history of what we [and others, of course, for no human being is an island] 
have thought. It is then interesting, in respect of Zen and Buddhism as a whole, 
that that philosophical tradition holds to a belief in no Fixed self [“anatta”] which 


one philosophical encyclopedia describes like this: 


“This Buddhist view of the impermanence of all phenomena works against the 
natural tendency to assume that knowledge and experience are attributable to a 
self that is permanent, stable, and unchanging. Instead of reifying each moment of 
existence, and operating with the assumption that continuity is the hallmark of our 
lives, the Buddhist view presents a Fluid account of experience as an ever-changing 


stream of psycho-physical events.” 


IF we are Buddhists, then, we might not believe in a “Fixed self” at all but in selves 
as streams of events. In Zen, of course, we are encouraged to see through even 
such narratives as this and to empty our minds of Fixity and exist in a Flow of 
existence and this, in its own way, then asks us to question if identity is even 
something we need to have any opinions about. Does it even matter? | have very 
seriously begun to wonder about this in the light of my own, rather solitary path 


and where it has led me. 


But | was talking about identity as narrative and focusing on the linguistic and 


mental nature of this. Very quickly here, if one is being philosophical about it, one 


will have to ask the reality question. This question is to ask what language or the 
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mind [i.e. our thoughts] have to do with “reality”. Do they, for example, map or 
represent reality “as it is”? What if we decide they do not do this? Encompassed in 
such questions are further questions about how, or even if, we “understand” and 
they also ask as to the nature of our “making sense” and whether this is by 
matching up to this imagined reality or is only in a human way which is more 
pragmatic or utilitarian [so Rorty and Nietzsche]. These are all huge philosophical 
questions about which huge tomes could be, and have been, written and our 
answers to such questions are inevitably consequential in regard to what we think 
about identity. IF, for example, we think that human beings can and do get reality 
right when they think about it [which, of course, includes explaining how this 
happens] then we might imagine we have an actual identity which we can, at least 
in theory, gain genuine knowledge of. This would then be called “getting our 
identity right”. But if we don’t think this is possible, then we may have to describe 
reality in ways other than ways which talk about our identity being “real” and so 


discoverable in this way. 


| myself take this latter path for | do not think our language “explains”, even if it 
may be said to “describe”, our experience of reality and | do not see how our 
language really does more than utilise experience [using a set of agreed terms we 
call language] for the purpose of creating a world we can live in. Under this 
understanding, the human being itself, considered as a socio-linguistic being, 
creates, and is always creating, the world it lives in. In this context we do not need 
to worry about if we have got anything right [and so understood or made sense of 
reality or even “found” any real knowledge about it] nor do we necessarily even 


need to imagine that we have such Faculties available to us. Instead, we just, in a 
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very Nietzschean way, go about our business creating the world with the world 
itself as the limits of its possibility. Such worlds, and the identities within them, are 
then, of course, the constant business of redescription and new description over 
and over again which reveal such worlds [and identities] to be rhetorical, 
interpretive and fictional. This, in Fact, is what | think all identities are: they are 
Fictions we tell ourselves in which the question “True or not true?” is an irrelevant 
one [because it is impossible to determine in the external terms in which it is 
couched]. This is because we are living in the Nietzschean world Richard Rorty 
referred to in his book, the world of “Thus | have willed it”. And nature, being mute, 


cannot resist. 


IF this seems strange and complex to you, hang onto your hats - for its about to get 


even more weird! The Following is section 16 of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil: 


“There are still some harmless self-scrutinizers who think that there are 
‘immediate certainties', as for example, ‘I think' , or, in Schopenhauer's 
superstition, 'I will’ - as if perception could grasp its object purely and nakedly as 
the ‘thing in itself’ without any falsification on the part of the subject or of the 
object. But | shall repeat a hundred times over that the ‘immediate certainty’, like 
‘absolute knowledge’ and the 'thing in itself ', contains a contradictio in adjecto [a 
contradiction in terms]: it's time people freed themselves from the seduction of 
words! Let the common people think that perception means knowing-to-the-end, 
the philosopher must say to himself, ‘IF | analyse the process expressed by the 
proposition "I think", | get a series of audacious assertions that would be difficult if 


not impossible to prove; for example, that | am the one who is thinking, that there 
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has to be a something doing the thinking, that thinking is an activity and an effect 


on the part of a being who is thought of as a cause, that an "I" exists, and Finally, 
that we by now understand clearly what is designated as thinking - that | know 
what thinking is. For if | had not already decided it for myself how could | 
determine that what is going on is not "willing" or "Feeling"? In short, saying "I 
think" assumes that | am comparing my present state with other states that | 
experience in myself, thereby establishing what it is: because of this reference 


back to another "knowledge", there is, for me at least, no immediate “certainty" 


here.’ 


Thus, instead of that 'immediate certainty’ that the common people may believe in, 
the philosopher gets handed a series of metaphysical questions: these are actually 
the intellect's questions of conscience, such as, 'Where does my concept of 
thinking come From? Why do | believe in cause and effect? What gives me the right 


to talk about an "I", and beyond that an "I as cause", and beyond that yet an "I as 
the cause of thoughts"?' Anyone who dares to answer such metaphysical questions 
promptly by referring to a kind of epistemological intuition (like someone who 
says, ‘| think, and know that this at least is true, real, and certain’) will be met with a 
smile and two question marks by the philosopher of today. 'My dear sir,’ the 


philosopher may suggest, ‘it is improbable that you are not in error, but then why 


must we insist on truth?"” 
This, in Nietzsche’s philosophical language of the mid 1880s, is essentially to 
reiterate what | have just said myself. It points out how, in language use, we are all 


already content to assume a great many things [such as an “I” that thinks and 
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speaks and is generally the subject which “does” lots of other things] and that 
language use, in fact, always already involves these assumptions as Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, as another philosophical mind interested in language use, also 
suggested. This one section of one of Nietzsche’s books, in Fact, questions if we 
“know”, how we might know if we thought we did, and then asks what use this 
would be if it was only couched in terms of language anyway [which is to raise the 
questions about the relationship of language to reality that | asked previously to 


aa ad 


quoting Nietzsche]. Yet the moment we begin to think about this “!” with which we 


identify as the locus of our identity, it begins to Fade away; it starts to become 


sal bag 


something constituted only in and by language. “I” becomes a rhetorical Fiction, a 
story we are telling ourselves. We begin to wonder if, in their own ways, Nietzsche 
and Buddhism aren’t actually telling similar stories of “no fixed self”. This leads 


into section 17 of Beyond Good and Evil: 


“As regards the superstition of logicians, | never tire of underlining a quick little 
Fact that these superstitious people are reluctant to admit: namely, that a thought 
comes when 'it' wants to, and not when 'I’ want it to; so it is Falsifying the Facts to 
say that the subject 'I' is the condition of the predicate 'think' . There is thinking, 
but to assert that 'there' is the same thing as that famous old ‘I’ is, to put it mildly, 
only an assumption, an hypothesis, and certainly not an ‘immediate certainty’. And 
in the end ‘there is thinking’ is also going too far: even this ‘there’ contains an 
interpretation of the process and is not part of the process itself. People are 
concluding here according to grammatical habit: 'Thinking is an activity; For each 
activity there is someone who acts; therefore....' Following approximately the same 


pattern, ancient atomism looked for that particle of matter, the atom, to 
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complement the effective 'energy ' that works from out of it; more rigorous minds 
Finally learned to do without this ‘little bit of earth' and perhaps some day logicians 
will even get used to doing without that little 'there’ (into which the honest old 'I' 


has evaporated).” 


Nietzsche here critiques our understanding of processes and particularly of 
processes requiring subjects to “do” them. He argues that this very idea is a kind of 
linguistic custom which we make use of without questioning it. [His comments 
about the atom ring true today even if atomic science is accepted as physical 
scientists continue to seek ever smaller and smaller particles - like the Higgs Boson 
- which, in their minds at least, are the proximate causes of actions.] Nietzsche 
outright states here that “People are concluding... according to grammatical habit” 
and this is a charge we should take seriously. For the question needs to be asked: 
what, having been described in human language, cannot ultimately be described 
another way which undercuts, and so replaces, the first? One person says your 
identity is this, another says it is that, you, perhaps, say they are both wrong and it 
is yet another thing. Who is right? All of you? None of you? How do we decide? 
What is at stake? Is there actually anything there to describe or is it, instead, not a 
matter of bare matter but of descriptive power articulated from an understanding 
of the world into which such descriptions fit? Are not all things in the end actually 
how they are described in the context of the interpretations we are using to 
perform the Function of understanding them? | think they are and | call these 
descriptions rhetorical Fictions which, given my understanding of language not as 
something which gets reality right but as something which orders experience, 


makes sense to me. 
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It will, | hope, not now surprise you to learn that | view identity as a Fiction and, ina 
way, as a kind of illusion. This, it must immediately be made clear, is not to argue 
that | regard it as inconsequential - for pretty much no one’s actual experience of 
identity suggests that. We may observe that, for pretty much everybody, who they 
are and who they think themselves to be and how that fits in with the world as 
they understand it is of importance and consequence. But its nature as a fiction 
and as a narrative is consequential too. For, if we accept my autobiographical 
evidence that identity can change, then identity is not a Fiction or a narrative that is 
fixed, written beforehand by some author and thereafter unchangeable, and so it 
is a fiction or a narrative that is being, perhaps constantly, rewritten. This starts to 
make the fiction of identity more like a conversation and perhaps we might 
describe the thinking | have been doing about my own identity, begun by self- 
reflection on things | had noticed about myself, as a kind of ongoing conversation 
with myself about myself. [Although, one must remind oneself that it is never as 
isolated as this for, as we must always remind ourselves, no human being is an 
island.] And yet it is never as if this self is real and exists [and, of course, here we 
must separate this notion of self from the bare matter of our bodies]. It is almost 
as if | am haunting myself with this notion of identity, as if these identities are 
ghosts that we set inside us [as in the Japanese story Ghost in the Shell]. Some 
people think that the ideas of consciousness or mind or spirit or souls are similar 
ideas and yet others think that these things might be “the real you” and that they 
outlive our bodies and exist in other places or even other planes of existence. Yet 
it is not only religion which does this for even ordinary people you will meet in the 
street perhaps regard you as a set of things that “you are” and that you are 


inhabited, or possessed, by. 
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Yet it is my suggestion that you aren’t and that the truth of it is that we are 
constantly subject to fictive narratives about ourselves and about each other: this 
is where identity lies. And it “lies” not only because it is there but also because it 
does not tell the truth. Fiction is the lie that tells the truth, as someone once said, 
and the truth of the fiction of identity is that it exists to perform the Function of 
giving you the stability that comes From meaning and purpose. Yet the harsh truth 
here is that it doesn’t really matter in the abstract what your identity is. In Fact, as 
Richard Rorty once mused somewhere, if you had lived a different life, read 
different books, met different people, had different experiences, and so on, you 
wouldn't be who you tell yourself you are today. You would be telling yourself you 
were someone else - and you would be equally as comfortable with that as with 
the story you tell yourself now. The fact is you are, at least in part, something to do 
with your experiences and relationships and you are set in the unique context of 
the life you, and only you, have led. You are, simply put, entirely contingent [and 
here even including physically so for you are the accident of one sperm and one 
egg out of millions]. So, if you had led a different life you wouldn’t be you; you 
would be someone else. That nausea you might be feeling now is contingency 
washing over you, the realisation that there is nothing necessary about you, that is, 
you as you feel yourself to be. You might now be a convinced vegan or a pacifist... 
but there are many other pathways in which you could have been, and might still 
become, a meat-eating warmonger. There is nothing necessary about who we are 
or about who we might become. It is just the play and interplay of human beings, 


their relationships, experiences and circumstances. 
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So far, this essay has revelled in the unconscious abstraction of my white privilege - 
for | am, indeed, a white person [a description that itself hides myriad things For, 
yes, even “whiteness” is a constructed category]. Yet | am aware that there are 
people of colour whose very existence, and so identity, is Forged in the proving 
fires of an aggressive oppression - not least from people who look like me in a 
world in which the visual register - how you look - is taken and interpreted as an 
immediate marker of identity [something I'm sure the so-called "disabled" 
experience too]. Yet this is only an obvious example of such a phenomenon For, if 
we are in the world, then we are all subject to aggressive classification and 
domestication by society at large and particularly, of course, by the powerful 
within it. Whilst Blacks or Latins or the Chinese [as only random examples] may be 
looked at and immediately classified this way and that, the same is also true 
[although, of course, | do not mean to suggest with the same effects] of “white 
trash”, Fat people and those who are judged to look “gay”. | don’t know if there is a 
gay look but people say there is and that’s the point. People are fictionalising and 
rhetoricalising their beliefs and opinions and this phenomenon has consequences 
For the world and for identity. We are all [but not all in the same ways or to the 


same amount] going to suffer for them. 


It might come as a shock to hear me say, then, that none of our identities actually 
exist. Although, of course, they do - and at the same time. This is why | speak of 
identity as like being haunted or of it as something we try to grasp but it keeps 
slipping through our Fingers. Identity is not material. We can’t make ourselves be 
the things we say we are [which are probably always at least false] and there is 


always the possibility of subverting the things other people or society say you have 
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to be. That's fiction for you: a new fiction will always be to hand so long as 
someone keeps creating new ones. Think, for example, of how many different 
people David Bowie managed to be. For Bowie, substitute each one of us - for he 
did nothing none of us can’t do - he was just incredibly prolific and creative about 
it. There are many ghosts we could be haunted by and there are many possessions 


others try to inflict upon us. 


The anarchist issue here, however, is the one to do with power and authority and 
who has that power and who will wield that authority. The anarchist is one who 
always says “No gods, no masters” and so the anarchist should be the one who is 
against the imposed identities of others [such as nationality or gender or sexuality 
or any kind of racism or sexism or ableism] which are always seen as attempts to 
control and coerce. We see this very clearly today, in one example, in the activities 
of “gender critical” people as they insist on defining what trans and non-binary 
people are seen as by the wider world. The power aspect of this activity is also 
evident in that these very same people try to work politically to influence and 
affect the lives of those they are seeking to classify and define against their will. IF 
ever you thought that identity was not political, think again. The reverse is true. All 
too many people will work to cause suffering to people they have identified as in 
some way unacceptable - and its always because these “other” people are in some 
way “not like them” - by which, of course, we mean “does not fit into my fiction of 
identity”. Such people, then, literally try to “possess” you - in the sense of “haunt 


you”. Itis a violation. 
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Yet | admit to finding myself utterly bemused by this. Why is someone calling 
themselves something, or even behaving in ways appropriate to the things they 
have called themselves, a controversial thing? IF someone calls themselves gay or 
lesbian or trans or queer or an enby [= non-binary] why is that an issue For anybody 
else - even in the societies that we live in now? IF | change my name from Bill to 
Thumbelina and dress appropriately in common cultural terms, so what? Now it 
may be argued that it is a matter of the traditions that we have grown up in and 
what is acceptable to them and what is not but it is exactly the Rortian and 
Nietzschean point that what matters, in that case, is that we keep writing new 
stories and so making new traditions which are then handed forward to others. 
This philosophy, and this story that | join them in telling, is then one of change and 
becoming that opposes the conservative story of stasis and “all things must always 
stay the same [and we are the ones who get to decide]”. So, | must honestly say 
that | have never understood why anyone is afraid of a person who declares 
themselves to be trans, for example, for, even though | am not trans, | have never 
seen the danger in accepting that someone else is. | have always regarded it as 
their business and not mine and regarded that we are all human beings first and 
Fundamentally so in a version of the creed now ascribed to the murdered British 


MP, Jo Cox, that we have “more in common” than that which divides us. 


So | have also never worried that such a person’s identity or life might step on my 
toes but, even if it did, as two human beings who are both the same species with a 
Few individual differences and preferences aside, couldn’t we then come to some 
mutually beneficial agreement? Objecting to someone’s very identity then seems 


like a huge leap of ego, if nothing else, on the part of the person who does so. It is 
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essentially nothing other than the assertion that the world is - beyond language 
and description - a certain way. But we have no knowledge of the world beyond 
language and description. These are our only means of access to such a world, our 
means of doing what we call understanding or gathering what we call knowledge. 
Language is how we understand. Fictions are what we create to articulate said 
understandings. These fictions, by the way, even extend to science, and “biology”, 
for the benefit of our gender critical friends, is no less a linguistically constructed 
Fiction for the purposes of classification and domestication [sometimes also called 
“understanding”] as well. Biology doesn’t explain the world, then, it classifies it. It 
imposes a human imprint which has some human purpose upon it. A gender critical 
person who tells you a woman has a cervix and that no one without a cervix is a 
woman is doing nothing other but impose a politically motivated classification 


upon human bodies. That’s it. 


So such a person isn’t explaining reality or making an irrefutable statement. All we 
have to do is RE-classify what a woman is [as Chiara Bottici did in her essay on 
anarchafeminism by referring to women as processes and “transindividuality”] or 
simply ignore their classification. And many do. The world won’t mind and nature 
won't care. Such a person does not speak For them and nature, in any case, doesn’t 
care what you are or recognise a single human classification. Such a person speaks 
for themselves and any other power-hungry, authoritarian dictators who want to 
tell you who you have to be. And that’s all. What this then leaves is an argument 
between these authoritarians who want to define gender for everybody and the 
anarchists who believe that each person should be Free to create their own fiction 


of themselves and the world it inhabits. So identity is very much an anarchist issue 
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For it is nothing less than the fight For Freedom From authoritarians who want to 
impose their ideological world upon you and so determine not only where you live 


but who you are within it too. 


| think this is why, in the end, | would question any and all identities, imposed or 
not. | am sure, for example, that there are many people with black skin who Find 
themselves [For all too horrifically obvious reasons] unable to describe themselves 
without reference to it. Simply being black in a white country is a political 
existence. Increasingly, and often | note, to their chagrin, the same is true of trans 
people who do not want to be “political” but just want to be allowed to exist 
without a narrative being imposed upon their existence, something | imagine was 
also true of the gays and lesbians who came before them even though such an 
existence was often illegal. Some people, | must keep reminding myself, do not 
have the luxury of abstract theorising For their identity is excerpted and imprinted 
upon them morning, noon and night like the yellow stars Jews had to wear in Nazi 
Germany. This is, in itself, a Further societal imposition upon certain people as their 
classification and domestication is not without consequences. We must remember 
[and some can hardly forget] that this activity is quite often carried out for the 
purposes of saying who you are, and are not, allowed to identify yourself as. It is a 
double burden, however, as such people in many cases wish their existence as what 
they imagine themselves to be were not “political” at all. Yet the problem here is 


then identity itself and not just which one it is and who chooses it. 


This is where anarchism Finally makes its mark and takes its stand For it insists on 


the right of free individuals and groups to tell their own stories and to create their 
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own fictions and identities, ones which will be their own and which will replace 
those imposed by others, even others who claim [but only ever rhetorically so] the 
authority to do so. It will always be for these people to decide what their fictions 
are but it is the task of all who are anarchists to Fight For this ability to create them 
- and so to change the world for the better. | myself tend to believe that the 
common basis of all human identity is that we are all human beings. | see gender 
and sex and sexuality and colour and culture as [Fictional, haunting] variations on a 
common theme and | imagine a human symphony that is created when these are 
allowed to freely mix without enmity or hang up, without insisting that one is good 
and another bad or that we must, arbitrarily at some point, set things in stone. 
Things are never set in stone, the world never stops turning and the universe never 
stops evolving even as stories people tell about themselves, individually and 
socially, will never stop either. The nature of nature is change and it is trying to 
stop it that is against nature rather than redescribing yourself in new ways or 
engaging in new habits which redefine the way you think of yourself. We must all 
remember this and all see the trap in thinking in Fixed and illegitimate, unnatural 


ways in that case. 


What matters then is authenticity rather than living the bad Faith of a life lived 
under a domesticating classification which can only be about alienation From 
yourself and others and the coercion which demands adherence to it at the risk of 
physical consequences if you do not. There are, it turns out, more important things 
than doing as you are told. Perhaps, as Albert Camus suggested, we must live in a 
constant state of revolt after all rather than risk Falling into the Following bad Faith 


towards ourselves: 
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“I'm just a copy of a copy of a copy, 
Everything | say has come before, 
Assembled into something, into something, into something, 


| don't know for certain anymore.” - Copy of a, Nine Inch Nails 


At least, this tale of self-creation goes as follows and you may find that more 
appealing than being bagged and tagged and assigned your station as a copy of a 
copy in some dull, grey corner of the world. But, in the end, it is up to us to Fight 
for what we shall be. This is the imperative of existence - to be what you are - and 
to make it so. And this is an anarchism like any other Fought in a million silent, and 
some not so silent, battles with cruel and obtuse authority which recognises only 
dull classification and never the beautiful necessity of [self-]creation. For, in the 
end, is not existence the unfathomable need to want to exist as who | am and who 
| create myself to be? Is it not the unexplainable desire “to create the world before 
which you could kneel... your ultimate hope and intoxication” as Nietzsche puts it 
in his Dionysian way in a section of Thus Spoke Zarathustra headed “On Self- 
Overcoming”? Human existence, once you think about it, is about existence as 
something [everything exists as something and so not as all other things] and not 
simply the recognition that you exist. The human adventure, then, is almost totally 
a matter of who you will be and who gets to say so. This is an anarchism but, as 
such, we should always remember that what is created can always, will always, be 
recreated for, in the end, that which is created is always recreated in ways beyond 
its control. We are creators but we are not gods. That which is made will also be 
destroyed. That which has a beginning also has an end. That which is a part will also 


be consumed by the whole. That which creates a fictional “is” must always make 
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peace with constant becoming. 


AN ANARCHISM OF SELF-ACTUALISATION 


You may not have realised it as you were reading it, but this is a book which says 
you don’t need anything special to start practicing anarchism - not any special 
beliefs, not any revolutionary goals, not any anarchist organisation - you can start 
doing it now, regardless, because all you need is YOU. In Fact, this book makes the 
claim that anarchy is always already all around us and that “anarchism” is the name 
For the virtue of living ethically according to it and according to its own manner of 
operation. But this “ethics” is not a set of rules to obey or an authority to coerce 
us. IF we want to live like profligate assholes nothing will stop us and nothing will 
care. This ethics is a living according to nature, a blending in with the cosmic 
background, a having no artificial goals we decide life is about and work to 
instantiate. This is not exactly the anarchism you may learn about if you join an 
anarchist affinity group or study anarchism as a historical political movement or 
read old or contemporary texts from those mustering for anarchism. But | insist 
that it is anarchism [and historically so] and | insist that it has something to teach 
such anarchists as well as people more generally - whether anarchist or not. This is 
anarchism as a virtue and as an ethics of being human and it is For anyone and 


everyone. The more, the merrier [literally]. 


There are some advantages to thinking of anarchy this way and not the least of 


them is that it removes from human beings the burden of having to create anarchy 


by means of their anarchism. The problem, for me, in a purely political anarchy has 
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always been that it always ends up being based in the thing it says our social and 
political arrangements should not be based in: human power and action. The 
anarchist difference there, of course, has always been the motives it has claimed 
and the purposes it wishes to put that human power and action too. For me 
however, there is always a further, more radical step to take, the one which 
removes the anarchist’s power to coerce too [as part of a philosophy of practice 
which seeks to nullify human power to affect others detrimentally as much as 
possible] and so which recognises that anything we puny humans imagine as 
“control” is the most egregious example of the human ego possible. That there are 
myriad human traditions of thought which are open to this idea [I have discussed 
several anarchist-Ffriendly ones above] has only encouraged me in my thinking in 
this respect. That thinking is that anarchism is the practice of non-domination even 
as nothing in the world of nature dominates. Does this then mean that nothing has 
any effects? No, of course it doesn’t. It means that just by being your non- 


dominating self nothing is left undone. 


| am Fully aware that this will seem weak and pacifist to some, not least to those 
who think that anarchism is a political achievement of human action. But | humbly 
disagree with them. It is my considered opinion that the revolution which is the 
war of one side against others is a war which nobody ever wins. Yes, a battle may 
be won here and there, but the war itself never stops for no one ever gives up on 
the idea of war once it is set in people’s hearts. War is a story and, in my view, a 
terrible one. There are better stories to tell than this and we anarchists need to be 
the ones who tell them. The story that beguiles me is the one that says we are tiny 


spots of Feeling in a cosmic sea so vast we cannot imagine it. This cosmos neither 
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exists to cause harm nor to win anything but it does provide the context, and the 
resources, for everything that ever lives for no matter how short a time. It is not 
the task, nor the place, of those that are granted a brief spark of “life” in this 
cosmos to start throwing their weight around, saying what’s what, and generally 
deciding that things are going to be this way From now on. All things considered, 
the most appropriate attitude to take in this situation is a most profound and 


mostly silent humility. 


This humility begins with the human individual. IF, within anarchism, we start from 
below and build from the ground up, well, then, each human being is as low as we 
can go and this is where we begin. The First and major thing a person should 
concentrate on in their practice of anarchism is themselves and their own attitude 
to, and practice of, life. This | see as like a spark which can start a Flame in others 
and, to be honest, | don’t see how anarchism can ever spread in any other way. 
Anarchism is not something you vote For, it is something you either are or aren't. 
Anarchism is an awakening, an enlightenment, it is seeing blue sky where others 
see only thick rain clouds or a state of mind as Alan Moore suggests in the entire 
second act of his anarchist comic book, V for Vendetta. So you can’t, in the real 
world, fight your way to anarchism, you cannot impose anarchism upon the world. 
These are the means of those the anarchist opposes such as the capitalist and 
colonialist and, as numerous examples of anarchists have said in the preceding 
pages, For the anarchist the means is the end. IF you want a humble world then 
have humility; if you want to bring peace then be peaceful; if you want people to 
love each other then love them; if you would see justice then act justly; if you want 


human solidarity then act in solidarity with others. | argue that, when it comes to 
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anarchism, each anarchist is themselves the message and the measure, the means 
and the end. How you live your life is always everything that anarchism is - and that 


it can ever amount to. 


Yet, of course, | do not mean to suggest that anarchism is actually merely some 
kind of solipsism or some personal creed of no consequence to anybody else. 
Anarchism, on my understanding, is the way of the cosmos if it is not artificially 
interfered with by creatures that it itself produced. This anarchism is the self- 
awareness and good manners to know your place and act accordingly. So it is, 
Fundamentally, something for everybody - even those who would never call 
themselves anarchists. Yet | call this anarchism and place it as part of the anarchist 
tradition because it encapsulates the values that many who do call themselves 
anarchists would also espouse, values of justice, fairness, equality, solidarity, 
compassion, liberty, etc. | argue that all these values actually are found when we 
spread the net as widely as we can and look at ourselves and our world from a 
cosmic, but not necessarily a theistic, perspective. And so | say that an anarchy, 
even as a political anarchist would imagine that, is what that cosmos, and all 
existence, actually is. Anarchism is then the virtue, the practice, of living in this 
anarchy according to the ethics that it itself displays. Anarchism is living 


anarchistically as a consciously anarchistic human being. 


So, as Zen and Daoism suggested earlier in my text, this is not a knowing thing. It is 
a doing thing. All we are called upon to do by this anarchy is co-exist. We are not 
asked to understand, to classify or to domesticate. We are not required to 


subjugate, control or coerce. Both of these Eastern philosophies Fundamentally 
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take the view that the best life is simply a peaceful, non-contentious co-existence. 
Yet how difficult even that seems to be for many of us. Nevertheless, every 
anarchism | have discussed in this concise book takes the view that if you want to 
live a better life then it begins with you and how you practice that life. [This, | take 
it, is why Aristotle wrote his Ethics before he wrote his Politics. The people had to 
be set right before civilisation could even be entertained.] So whether the peaceful 
minding your own business of Daoism, the meditative life of Zen, the wandering 
social anarchism of mutual aid of Jesus, the learning to do without civilisation of 
Zerzan or the attention to multiple forms of social relations of the 
anarchafeminists, not to mention the formation of the person that is you and who 
you are going to be in this life you have been thrown into on this planet, in each 
case it comes to be a matter of self-actualisation, of who you are and how you act 
being what makes the difference and what forms the basis for any social action. It 
always was. It always will be. You will, if you are lucky, always live your life with a 
consciousness of yourself. To live a life of anarchism in a cosmos that is 
uncontrolled anarchy is your chance to look yourself in the face and to know that 


you lived free. 


It will be hard to do this, however, while the world you live in is not free and so 
nowhere in this book am | remotely intending to argue that the values active in 
political anarchism are either illegitimate or off base. The actions political 
anarchists have taken over centuries have often been brave and sacrificial in the 
desire that they exampled to work for the Freedom, dignity and peaceful, 
uncoerced lives of others. The desire to control other people is, all too 


unfortunately, a sickness with which all too many of our species are infected and 
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the infection is spread to others in each succeeding generation all too easily as 
well. One might wish that we could turn back the clock to a time when our species, 
or its Forerunner, was not nearly so coercive but that wish is always an impossible 
wish and so the alternative can only always be education instead. Anarchists of 
pretty much all kinds, including all those in this book, are educators because 
people have learned to be cruel, acquisitive, controlling and possessive. Now, so 
we anarchists say, they must learn to be cooperative, neighbourly, peaceful and 
content but without the need to be these former things as well. This, | think, is 
something like what Jesus was as he taught a very personal, Face to face, Form of 
social anarchism and mutual aid by example and with educational methods. In his 
activities | see a template for how to live as many others have too. But the one 
thing | think he taught most, and which others echo, is that it's up to you to actually 
do it. No anarchism comes by itself. Anarchism is always only a practice; it has to be 


practiced or it simply doesn't exist. 


We might think of this by any number of metaphors in which parts are put together 
in order to make up a whole. This is certainly how Jesus seems to have seen it in a 
practical example of something more easily recognised as a political form of 
anarchism. His anarchism was of decisive actions taken and commitments made 
[such as giving away wealth, leaving your home and family and committing to a 
group with an uncertain Future] and he fundamentally seems to have seen the 
growth of the movement he was a part of as simply a matter of expanding human 
relationships. In order to Follow him all you had to do was make your commitment 
and then get on with it by living the changed life to which you had committed 


yourself. But Jesus also seems to have seen that change requires changed lives to 
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begin with. He did not think the solution to domination or exploitation was 
changing who the boss was or sharing the money out more equally. Jesus told his 
Followers to get rid of their money and to serve each other rather than even 
acknowledge the idea of there being a human boss. His anarchism was of a root 
and branch change in behaviour and values. Anarchism his way was not an 
accommodation to the status quo but the creation of a new and expanding 
community which opposed the status quo and sought to live according to its new 
values aS a means of making the status quo irrelevant. Here, as with the 
anarchafeminism of Peggy Kornegger and others, the means were the end. The 
same is true of the Daoists and Zen Buddhists where the only means to their ends 
is living the life they want to see everybody else live. Whilst acknowledging that 
sometimes it may indeed be necessary to muster in opposition to great social 
injustices, the more long term anarchist strategy must always be to live an 
anarchist life and show others that not only does it work but it is better than the 
oppression and domination and coercion that civilisation always seems to 


inevitably entail. 


And here let me say that | do whole-heartedly agree with John Zerzan that it is 
civilisation whole and entire that is the problem. There is no reforming it. It can 
only be destroyed from within by the anarchist virtue of anarchist people who wish 
to build human fraternity From its ashes [For it will certainly destroy itself anyway]. 
Sure, we could burn it all down prematurely but it would only be rebuilt again. You 
can never unlearn what you have learned or willingly Forget what you already 
know. Human beings have developed any number of self-destructive habits and 


dependencies but they are habits and dependencies and that tells us that 
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education is the only answer, showing people the futility and the price of their 
ways and hoping to persuade them to more mutually beneficial ones. But no one 
should imagine that success is guaranteed or that people will listen automatically. 
Anarchy, after all, is an anarchy. What can happen, will happen. We are not the 
ones who coerce and so we cannot coerce people even to do good and retain the 
anarchist name. All we can do is educate people to be the best they can be and 
hope that they see the benefit in being that. People already cooperate with each 
other on a daily basis in any number of ways in order to make their lives possible, 
as the sadly and recently deceased anarchist, David Graeber, wrote and spoke 
about several times. The values and practices of the anarchist are not completely 
anathema to the ordinary human being, they just need much better advertisement 
and to be more widely promoted for what they are at the same time as the 
destructive misery of civilisation is detailed and highlighted in as many ways as 
possible. Best of all, they need to be seen in action which is where all that mutual 
aid and human solidarity comes in. IF and when we stand with others, even if there 
is nothing in it For us, people will remember that and be given reason to ask why. 


The end is the means. 


There is not really very much more to say. Anarchism is not a theory but a method, 
it is not a set of rules but a practice. It is not really for me or anyone else to tell you 
what to do except to engage you about the issues at hand and the consequences 
involved. Anarchism is conversation. In this book | have done this in my own way, 
raising numerous examples that seemed pertinent to my own experience of life as 
a means to raising questions in the mind of any readers | may have. | do not 


consider it my job to tell you to be anything though. | do not say you should 
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become a Daoist or a Buddhist or an anarchafeminist, for example, although you 
may Feel that you want to and, if so, | have no problem with that. As an anarchist, | 
consider it my job to engage you about the actions and consequences of our lives 
and how we go about the business of living together. Because it is all of us who will 
collectively decide how that will go. And so it is up to each of us to examine and 
possibly even educate ourselves [on an ongoing basis and habitually so] in order to 
bring that about. Anarchism, as | understand it, can actually be expressed quite 
simply: it is living in the recognition that you live in relationship with everything 
else that exists. The call of such an anarchism is to do no harm, insofar as you can, 
and to work to reduce harm wherever it appears by taking your own stand based in 
an authentic self responsibility. | conceive of anarchism, however, as widely as it 
can be conceived. This is why I say it must apply to the whole of civilisation, as in an 
anarchoprimitivist critique, and to the whole world, and not just human 
interrelations. Anarchism is a green practice too and so we must also take stock in 
regard to how we treat this planet and all that tries to live upon it, if it is not 
already too late. Anarchism is anti-domination of humans over other humans but 


also of humans over other animals too. 


Yet none of this will ever begin if we do not begin. It starts with me and it starts 
with you. It starts with Nietzsche's self-creation and with the anarchistic ethic of 
"thus | willed it", a being responsible For yourself. This, in anarchist guise, is willing 
the virtue and ethics of anarchism as the basis of who you are. But this is praxis, 
not theory, and so it is something you do not something you think. This is living, in 
every respect, in non-dominating, non-coercive, non-exploitative ways. It is having 


solidarity with others, seeing all things as interconnected and interrelated and 
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treating people and all life with respect and compassion - and, in doing so, 
reweaving the fabric of human existence. But it is not rules and it is not an 
algorithm. We remember what was said previously that it is the one who doesn't 
always follow the rules who has virtue For virtue is not rules. The anarchist ideal is 
self-selecting, socially libertarian communities For free people who live together 
peacefully and who live in solidarity with each other whilst providing mutual aid For 
themselves and others, both on voluntary grounds and with no coercion to do so. 
That, | suggest, takes certain kinds of people to get it off the ground and make it 
work. It takes educated people, people educated to see the good and the benefits 
in that. It takes people of anarchist virtue who live their lives as the practice of a 
self-responsible, self-actualised anarchism. It is my suggestion that, in the end, 
there will be no anarchism where this is not so - as the people, so the society. So 
the anarchist challenge, finally, is to be anarchists in everything we do and to 
educate others to be the same. But we should take heart for anarchism, in the end, 


only takes people like me and you. All we need do is do it. 
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RAINBOW ANARCHISM 


What is “rainbow anarchism”? 


“Rainbow anarchism” is the name | have given to my own understanding of 
anarchism, a political philosophy Fundamentally opposed to government, coercion 


and violence. 


The utilisation of the rainbow metaphor is meant to be an inclusive symbol which 
indicates that all kinds and orientations of people are welcome. | imagine an 
anarchism which includes those of different sexual orientation, gender, religious 


beliefs, colour, race and creed. 


What would unite such people is a willingness to bond together in solidarity to 
achieve a community based in diversity, equality and democracy but without any 
leaders, government or forces of coercion [such as police, prisons and courts] to 


make them obey. 


In this sense, it is a community of people who bond together only out of their own 
internal desire to do so as people who are self-educated and self-actualised to 


create and be part of such a community. 


As such, “rainbow anarchism” is really the name for a philosophy of “unity in 


diversity and diversity in unity”. It Focuses on what is in common that binds us 


together as one whilst acknowledging that, alongside this commonality, there is 
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also an amazing diversity within what it means to be a human being, a diversity 


that all members of such a community would welcome and celebrate. 
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PRISON OR FREEDOM? 


Prison or Freedom? 


Anarchism is the belief that it is up to people, uncoerced, to decide things for 


themselves. Doesn't that sound like a good idea? 


The answer, if some of the replies | got to that tweet are to be believed, is that, no, 


that’s very much not a good idea. 


It seems, then, that there are people who are scared of freedom for everyone. 
Some, on the one hand, seem to want to be protected by people with weapons and 
power from people they call "bad" whilst others, on the other hand, think someone 
must "take responsibility" For the rest. In Fact, | even know of some people who 
think it is an incredibly privileged position to take to say that people should decide 
things For themselves because not everyone is equally able to do that. Such people 
voice the fear, totally put into them by the way society is right now, | might add, 
that in a “land of do as you please”, as Alan Moore calls anarchy in his comic book V 
For Vendetta, the minorities and the less able would be left behind by the majority 


of people. 


But we need to step back a moment and take time to think about the implications 
of my original question for, it seems to me, in some of the answers | received, it 
was right now that was assumed as the context and not an imaginative Future in 


which freedom has replaced control. So, if and when we imagine this future, we 
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start to have some questions come naturally to mind. For example, don't bad 
people ALREADY exist? Aren't some of them even the very people tasked with the 
"protection" or "responsibility" that some people say we need to live in a safe or 
stable society? Hasn't our putting them in reified positions of power only 
INCREASED their ability to do harm? What, then, about giving some people power 


over the rest of us has made society a better, safer, more stable place in general? 


Such questions lead us into a conversation | had with some other anarchists who 
parodied the status quo of governments, states, police, prisons, etc. We might call 
this as a complex of ideas and practices “the authoritarian state”. This, in the minds 
of those horrified by the idea of freedom For all, is what is keeping us From disaster 
and hellscape. But, as | was satirically informed by anarchist colleagues, some 
people do bad things so wouldn't it be better if we got a small group of people 
systematically incentivised to do even more bad things and let them decide things 
for us? Maybe, | added, playing along, we could offer them some money as an 
incentive? Or send “the boys” round to "convince" the majority of people this was a 
good idea? My friends agreed, adding that there should definitely be a monetary 
incentive to them making choices bad for the rest of us. But, of course, they should 
be the only ones allowed to “send the boys round”, and anyone not in this small 
group should just do what they, the authorities, say as a result. Warming to the 
theme of the conversation now, | Finished this line of thinking by suggesting that 
perhaps we could arrange all these people in Families and send them to schools 
where they are taught to "obey authority" and never to question anything. 
Perhaps, as some MPs in England like to suggest, we should have them hoisting a 


flag and singing the National Anthem every morning? These practices would have 


1545 


the advantage of also stopping the people thinking for themselves which, I’m sure 


we can all agree, would only complicate matters. 


Such, of course, is only a satire on the place we now find ourselves, a place of 
authoritarianism, force, power and coercion. | am thinking these thoughts on St 
George’s Day in England, England's national day, but such a fact only serves to 
remind me that St George, historically speaking, was a Middle Eastern man from 
southern Turkey or northern Syria and that if such a person deemed it necessary to 
suddenly appear on the shores of Merry England today then the Home Secretary, 
Priti Patel, would no doubt have him flung, without ceremony, into the apparently 
wretched Napier Barracks prison camp in Kent rather than having him hoisted on 
the welcoming shoulders of English patriots. Such are the double standards and 
warped thinking that decades of othering and foreigner-hating media have 
produced in some of England’s green and pleasant land. Present media discourse 
which, under the guiding hand of a few self-serving billionaires, has now seemingly 
been going on forever, serves to narrow rather than broaden the mind, restricting 
the vision and disabling the thinking of those who sit there, open-mouthed, 


gobbling up what said billionaires are prepared to shovel down their gullets. 


So it is not today surprising that so many can apparently not even imagine freedom 
anymore but only various kinds of prison where, depending on who you are, your 
kind of person is in charge. Yet, earlier, | asked the question of whether or not it 
was the case that some of the people charged with “protection” or “responsibility” 
For society at large weren't, in Fact, also to be numbered amongst the “bad people” 


that those aghast at the idea of freedom for all were so concerned about. | take it 
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as assumed that even the most partisan of authoritarians would have to agree that 
this is the case - and even where they might then go on to justify this by arguing 
that the values of said people were, somehow in their own logic, for the good of 
everyone. So, even though your police department might contain a Derek Chauvin, 
the murderer of George Floyd, we still need police because police are the public 
servants who will protect us from the bad people among us. At least, such thinking 


tell us this. 


But this thinking reminds us of another earlier question | asked. Does giving people 
like this power make society better for all of us across the board? Does it lead to 
the peace, security and stability we presumably seek? Is the proposed cure worse 
than the imagined disease? Consider the Following by way of analogy: Imagine you 
are in a prison and the prison has guards and orderlies who watch over and take 
care of everything. You are locked in the prison but outside there are no guards or 
orderlies. Outside the prison its just freedom and do as you please. The question is: 
Do you prefer the prison or freedom? Now, as you think about this personally 
focused question, however, you need to have a mind to more than yourself. 
Everyone else is locked up with you too. But in this place of guards and orderlies, 
of powers and authorities, rape still happens. And virtually no one is ever caught 
and brought to justice for it. Murder still happens - and sometimes people get 
caught and sometimes they don’t. Sometimes the murderers are cops or 
governments, either by neglect or even on purpose. Stealing and corruption still 
happen - and there are numerous cases where this is done by either rich people 
operating outside the law or by the very authorities charged with being 


“responsible” for the rest of us. Has being in this controlled environment, this 
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prison captivity, kept you safe? Has it kept us safe? Are some more safe than 


others? 


I'll let you ponder that for a moment and go on to discuss the idea that the 
problem with freedom is people. A common answer [from those who bothered to 
reply] to my original question about uncoerced freedom being a good idea was 
“Have you seen people lately?” The inference here is that people are terrible and 
are, really, the last things you should trust with something like uncoerced freedom. 
We need to be protected from people rather than letting them wander about 
doing as they please, so this thinking goes. But it is my argument, as one 
consciously continuing in an anarchist tradition, that this is False. My point, 
educated by anarchist thinking, is to be that it is precisely uncoerced freedom for 
everybody that is your best protection From everybody [if you want to frame the 
argument in such terms and | don’t] rather than handing power and control to a 
reified group of individuals. This latter approach creates a mafia of those who have 
all the power and control whilst you have none. It gives them the ability to control 
what you do, what you can say, even what you can think. In England right now as | 
write this we have a government who wants to control what you can protest about 
whilst enabling its cops to break the law in chasing after those it has decided are 
undesirables. Similar things seem to be happening Stateside too. It is even said of 
such UK cops that they will even be empowered to rape and murder if they, but 


not anyone else, deems it justifiable. 


This situation, which is truthful, current, but only scratching the surface, must be 


contrasted with the idea of uncoerced freedom which is not contaminated by the 
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problems of today. As the black anarchist Lucy Parsons stated many decades ago, 
anarchists know very well that if we want to create a better society it will take a lot 
of education of people in general to get us there. There is no naive assumption 
among anarchists that people are “inherently good” as some try to suggest. In Fact, 
it seems to be a much more pragmatic approach that anarchists take. Even if we 
assume, as some replying to me have, that people are terrible [and we shouldn’t 
uncritically do that] then the anarchist asks if giving some of them almost 
complete authority over most of the rest of them is really that smart of an idea. 
That is what we have done and is the world a utopia of peace, freedom and liberty 
as a result? No, of course it isn't! Instead, we've created a place where 
governments give millions of pounds away to their Friends unchallenged, a world 
where cops shoot children and walk away without sanction, a world where the rich 
strongarm the poor who they keep in their controlling debt, a world where health 
depends on wealth, a world that has become a hierarchy. It turns out that handing 
over power to some puts others in desperate straits whilst people then insist that 


its this that is actually better than uncoerced freedom For all. 


So why are we told that we need these people, that governments and states and 
police are inevitable and absolutely necessary for “our” well-being? It is because, | 
think, that these things are absolutely necessary if you happen to be rich, or have 
power, already. IF you're a billionaire newspaper or TV station owner its absolutely 
in your interest to have cops and governments who run prisons because this is how 
you control the huge mass of people who might become upset at the Fact that 
such people seem to have become billionaires From exploiting others whilst they 


are sat at home as the ones who are being exploited and manipulated. People with 
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power and wealth absolutely need a captive audience - with the emphasis there on 
the captivity. How would such people be able to exploit and manipulate the rest if 
they were Free and uncoerced? They wouldn't! So what we need to see here is that 
we are locked, right now, in a capitalist-authoritarian prison. This serves the 
purposes of the bosses and, in Fact, is required by them to operate as they do. They 
try to convince us being in captivity this way is in OUR interest but all they finally 
mean is its in THEIRS. They try to convince us of this by pointing out how different 
all the people around us are. They are not like us. Perhaps, so they urge us, they 
will overwhelm us, change our ways. They sow division and try to get us arguing 
amongst ourselves inside the prison walls with, it must be said, some considerable 


success. 


But, of course, then our eye is off the ball. We are now focusing on the deliberately 
engineered argument between people who happen to be the same but different, 
perhaps culturally, racially, sexually, etc., but our eye is now not on the Fact that we 
are all still trapped in captivity by the rich and powerful whose only real interest is 
keeping us where they can control and exploit us. Remember what uncoerced 
freedom would mean for them: a total loss of their power over us and their control 
of us. But for the rest of us would uncoerced freedom really be that different to 
now? Are peace and freedom really only guaranteed by police and laws and 
prisons, by jobs, debt and banks, things which for most of human existence didn’t 
even exist? It is time to put down the tabloid, turn off the cable news channel and 
start opening your mind to new narratives, new possibilities and a wider vision on 
reality and what it can be. It is time to stop listening to the self-interested lies of 


billionaires who want you under their thumb. It is time to realise that you were 
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born free and that, as someone born free, you can work together with other 
people, just From your own Free will because you want to, to make your own life 


For yourself in tandem with such others as you freely choose to associate with. 


This, in Fact, is all society, any society, actually is: people, who are all different, and 
many of which you would surely hate or choose not to associate with, cooperating 
in something bigger than all of them to provide for the needs of many. In the 
current iteration of this various gangs control various aspects of this big picture 
but it need not be that way even though people will insist it must be. So we need 
to scrutinize the arguments of those who would tell us “people are terrible” as if 
this, all by itself, were an unanswerable argument in favour of coercion, 
exploitation and control because, actually, its not. What kind of person would think 
"people are terrible" but then go on to think that it was, therefore, a great idea to 
give some of them almost complete power over the rest of us? The idea "people 
are terrible" is, in fact, not a motive for hierarchies of control and ideas of "know 
your place" but the biggest motivation we could possibly have for engaging in 
ways of socially organising ourselves to mitigate those who would be terrible 
rather than handing them power. But neither is it the case that people are 
uniformly terrible anyway. Right now, in the world you actually live in, people 
cooperate in a thousand ways a day to their mutual benefit. Imagine how much 
better it would be if they could do what they already do but without a boot on 


their necks. 


You see NOTHING about anarchist praxis exists in a vacuum. Anarchism is NOT "a 


thought experiment”. There are literally THOUSANDS of documented anarchist 
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practices from indigenous tribes to urban communes to community projects that 
have been and continue to be taking place in the world at any one time. Even well 
meaning Christians and others can come together to provide a vast and sadly 
growing network of food banks in the UK which are feeding millions of the 
hungriest in the nation. Voluntarily. Because they see the good in standing in 
solidarity with other people. In fact, one of my correspondents on this had this to 


say in relation to the general idea that people are terrible and cannot be trusted: 


“| have seen ‘people’ recently. A lot of people. The 2020 protests. Kenosha, 
Portland, Minnesota, Chicago, LA. They far FAR surpass the crowd of bigots. They 
surpassed any protest movement in US history. You are hopeless if you cannot see 


‘people’ on your own side.” 


| think this is right and it points to the blinkered vision that those with power and 
money both want to project 24/7 and so want to be the only thought you are 
capable of having. It is they who want you to think that everyone is terrible, that 
people would never choose to help each other out if it was left up to them and 
that a world of freedom would be a place of miserable vulnerability. They want you 
to think this because the system we have now, the status quo, is what maintains 
their position in society and the world. It keeps them in a dominating and 
exploitative power that Freedom would dissipate in an instant. Your freedom is 
directly threatening to their hegemony and the constructed hierarchy in which 
they lord it over you. Of course they want as many of us to Feel invested in such a 
system as well. But its like the prison governor insisting to you that staying in 


prison is really in your best interests because having the guards tell you what to do 
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is better For you than being free of the prison and deciding for yourself. The prison 
governor wants you to Feel grateful that he provides you with Food and shelter. 
But he does so only at the cost of controlling your every movement and perhaps 
punishing you with solitary confinement for having the wrong ideas or trying to be 
Free. He will use fear of losing those things, and of having to rely on others in the 
outside world, against you. But we are already doing that and all the anarchist 
concept of freedom is adding to it is the idea that freedom involves removing the 


boot of authority and coercion from your neck as well. 


In this talk | have presented the choice as prison, which | think is a perfect 
metaphor for the world of capitalist authoritarianism, or Freedom, which is the 
anarchist concept of an uncoerced ability to decide things for yourself. In doing so | 
hope | have not suggested that either choice is a utopia or free of problems. The 
Fact is that, whichever you choose, it will always take at least two to tango. Neither 
option removes the possibility, or the fact, that some people will always choose to 
be assholes. But those ways treat this Fact very differently. One way suggests 
potentially giving such people power over us, power as cops, as ministers in 
governments, as company bosses, whereas the other way believes in mitigating 
such outcomes by taking power away from people, decentralising things, only 
letting those things happen which people can agree on uncoerced and to common 
benefit. In this second way of doing things things happen because of cooperation 
and solidarity, things we can all practice and demonstrate right now but which, in 
such a situation, would be the entire basis of human living. A European Super 
League dreamt up by millionaire and billionaire owners has recently been defeated 


because people of all kinds stood up and said, “No!”. 
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So | do not believe that all people are terrible and neither do | believe that even 
the terrible people have to be terrible but that, with time and education, they can 
learn new habits and come to exist in new ways. A terrible person, if we must put it 
like this, is not born but made. And what is made can be remade. And so, in the 
end, we have to Face the facts of our common existence and to do so in ethical 
ways. Ethics simply means that we see consequences to things and prefer some to 
others. But the question is which consequences do we prefer? | have noticed, in 
this respect, that a lot of people who instinctively react against the notion of 
uncoerced anarchist Freedom do so, so it seems to me, because they want the 
world as it is now but, if possible, without the bad bits, which they admit exist, but 


which seem to carry on anyway. But there’s a problem: 


YOU CAN'T HAVE THAT. 


Exploitation, oppression and coercion made this world and they are what has made 
it exactly how it is with all the things it contains and the possibilities it offers From 
mobile phones to doorbell cameras that Amazon boss Jeff Bezos sells the Footage 
of to police departments, creating a techno-fascist network of people spying on 
their own kind. You see, you can’t have freedom AND be in the prison. You are 


either Free or you are a captive. 


So the only question you then have to answer, to bring all of this to a close, is do 
you want this world at the cost of exploitation, oppression and coercion, your own 
and others’ - From which it is inseparable - OR do you want to completely get rid of 


these things and build a world without them in its place, one that, to be sure, will 
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require a change in mentality For some, maybe even many, but which is, in Fact, our 
only chance to escape the exploitation, oppression and coercion upon which our 


current world is entirely based? 


ITS YOUR CHOICE. ITS UP TO YOU. 
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HOW TO BE A DOG 


Principles we learn From Diogenes: 


1. Cosmopolites. He claimed allegiance to a world community. 

2. No money. He defaced currency and claimed wealth and virtue were 
incompatible. 

3. Askesis. He claimed philosophy and virtue were found in practice not theorizing. 
4. Poverty. He welcomed it as a teacher that would lead the individual into virtue. 

5. Shamelessness. He saw the conventions of the civilised as empty, pointless and 
corrupting of humanity. 

6. Autarkeia. He thought one should be responsible for leading oneself into virtuous 
and philosophical ways. 


7. Lamp. He taught that one should shine a light on others. 
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AFTERWORD 


The contents of the books and essays above in this volume of collected earlier 
works were written some years ago, between about 2018 and 2020. 
Chronologically, they come before another volume of collected works, Black Flag, 
which builds on and, in some cases, re-uses content Found here. They way | write is 
somewhere between a stream of consciousness, random accident and deliberate 
research. | make no attempt at completeness for | do not believe one’s thinking 
could ever be complete. That, in Fact, is why one must keep writing and why that 
writing itself must come to that point where it is abandoned for other things. As | 
have already said, in this case what is now being presented as Black Void was 
Finished at some point and that led into the writings now collected together as 
Black Flag. They both serve as records of thinking and ideas that were on my mind 
at a certain time and place. In neither case should it be imagined | might now 
support all the arguments or ideas put Forward in them For, whilst writing is Fated 
to say the same, minds can change. Yet, of course, it is true to say that what was 
written was written. | consequently hope only that | explained myself well enough 
at the time and that if readers want to see if | developed my ideas from the points 


in these pages they go on to check out Black Flag to see if that is so. 


For the fact is that my ideas do change and develop over time. This is partly what 
these books are all about (my own learning) and | write them as a form of working 
out what | think. | make them publicly available as an act of generosity in the hope 
that, if they may help someone else, they are available to do so. | claim no 


expertise or special insight but merely an honesty, conscientiousness and good 
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Faith which means | am not trying to deceive or cheat the reader. | give my view on 
things straightforwardly and, as you can see, | try to follow my mathematics 
teacher's advice of “showing the working out” of how | got to where | got to. What 
the reader does with this, as | often say in all of my books, is up to them. By writing 
about something | make the claim that it means something to me and recommend 
it to you, the reader, as something that might serve the same purpose For you too. 
IF it does or not, however, is your business and not mine. IF you Find it useless, stop 
reading and go look some place else. | won’t be offended for each path is 


personal. 


It will be seen in this book in outline how | came to be an anarchist and what 
sources influenced me. Through both this book and others several figures come up 
over and over again. Some examples of these are Jesus of Nazareth, the 
philosophers Friedrich Nietzsche and Richard Rorty, the spiritual philosophies of 
Daoism and Zen Buddhism, the anarchist Emma Goldman and, perhaps first and 
Foremost, Diogenes the Greek Cynic. Sometimes, in fact, | imagine that | am not so 
much an anarchist as | am a modern Cynic like Diogenes. My critique is largely an 
anti-civilisational critique and, if anyone was a critic of civilisation, Diogenes was. | 
am definitely a passenger on that particular train and you will see that running like 
a golden thread through the text in this book which starts out at the beginning 
often as not much more than a list of source texts or inspiring ideas and only later 
turns into things more analytical or exegetical. For me it is very much about 
interacting with, and learning from, others. And so | do a lot of that and quote my 
sources unapologetically. | have no prejudices about these sources and, in 


principle, | am willing to learn from anyone if there is a lesson to be learned. 
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Clearly, however, | have some guiding values in that and so, practically, it will rule 
some people out as those | imagine | could learn from (although unimagined 
surprised are always nice!). But | have no rules, as you will have seen, which bar, For 
example, religionists From being those | can learn from and | Find it quite easy to 
bracket their religious beliefs to get at what | am interested in — the ethics and the 


stuff about how human beings should live (together). 


So it should be clearly seen that | came to anarchy by a spiritual and philosophical 
route in my own journey. This was as a function of my desire to intellectually 
explore and not be bound to the local contingencies of my own education. A 
strong interest in Daoism and Zen Buddhism will be seen salted throughout these 
texts besides the residual, but consistent, interest in Jesus of Nazareth as an 
imaginable historical Figure (which might be all he ever was). But then there is also 
more than one reference to the Hindu text The Dhammapada as well and | am 
proud to say | was free enough of blinkers to consider what, to the culture | grew 
up in, were completely alien sources — Eastern and not Western sources. This is, in 
Fact, almost an imperative for me for | laugh at the idea (which many people seem 
to have) that their own traditions are the truly wise ones and everyone else’s are 
stupid and Foolish. On the contrary, | imagine; search in the wisdom in and from 
other cultures; bathe in waters you are not used to and realise that they can be 


refreshing too! 


| am not sure, reading these works again in their preparation for this collected 


volume, if a Fully fledged anarchism ever breaks out in its pages. Certainly, large 


hints are dropped and references made. IF you want my full and frank ruminations 
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on the political phenomenon of anarchism then it may be that Black Flag is the 
book you want as opposed to this one. This book largely details how | talked myself 
into an appreciation of anarchy and contemporaneously into reading anarchist 
texts and cultivating anarchist consciousness. In this book it is the person 
interested in Daoism, Cynicism, Jesus and a couple of dubious philosophers that 
you are reading but this leads that same person to read Emma Goldman as well as 
Alan Moore's V for Vendetta and then, a changed human being, that person falls 
into a most welcome anarchist black void which they now call home (and which 
they simultaneously realise was ALWAYS their home anyway). Consequently, the 
conviction which drove these activities was the slogan “THERE IS NOTHING TO 
STICK TO” and this is a Daoist slogan. The point of this collected volume of works, 
however, was | think to point out that its a Fundamentally political, ethical and 


anarchist one too — and one worth exploring AT LENGTH. 


| wish you peace. 


1560 


